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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR EXTENSION OF GROUP BUYING 
THROUGHOUT THE INTERNET 

Cross-Reference to Related Applications 
5 This application is a continuation-in-part of U.S. Patent Application Serial 

No. 09/409,237, filed September 30, 1999, which claims priority from U.S. 
Provisional Patent Application Serial No. 60/142,471, filed July 6, 1999, each of 
which is incorporated by reference herein. 

10 1 . Field of Invention. 

The present invention relates to the expansion of group buying over 
electronic networks such as the Internet through creation of a computerized platform 
whereby selling opportunities may be expanded to a wide range of sellers. In 
addition, the invention allows individual group buying opportunities to be extended 

15 to any or all websites on the Internet. More particularly, the invention relates to a 
platform to extend e-commerce applications, such as on-line buying groups of the 
type described and claimed in a related pending, commonly owned application filed 
March 15, 1999 in the names of Tom Van Horn, Niklas Gustafsson and Dale 
Woodford, entitled "Demand Aggregation Through Online Buying Groups," U.S. 

20 Application No. 09/270,219 (Attorney Docket MCTA-001/00US), the disclosure of 
which is incorporated herein by this reference. In one form, this invention refers to 
a technique whereby the on-line buying groups technology can be imbedded in other 
parties 5 websites and managed remotely by a company, such as the owner of this 
application, hereinafter referred to as "owner." In another form, the invention 

25 further relates to a method of permitting third party website owners to create, 
manage, and share aggregation of their own online group buying opportunities 
within the context of this platform. Embodiments of the invention further allow 
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sellers, even small concerns, to submit products/services for sale in a group-buying 
opportunity. 

2. Background of the Invention. 

Embodiments of this invention provide a method and apparatus to achieve an 
unprecedented aggregation of purchasing power (a "super aggregation") by 
allowing each location or presence on an electronic network such as the Internet to 
select for display from its location, channel, or website any combination of the 
owner's limited-time, product-specific on-line group-buying opportunities 
(sometimes referred to as "PowerBuys™") then appearing in the owner's menu of 
current and upcoming on-line group-buying sales. Embodiments of the invention 
further allow the owner's platform to provide a self-service on-line group-buying 
sale capability that enables sellers, even small concerns, to prepare products/services 
for sale by on-line group-buying sales on the owner's platform. The owner's 
platform preferably displays an on-line group-buying sale menu as a configurable 
product tree, although other display paradigms may be used. Such third party 
display may be on either an exclusive or a shared aggregation basis. The result is 
the super aggregation of a unique set of partner locations/websites that will 
concurrently offer, or sponsor, each one of the owner's on-line group-buying sales, 
and/or certain third-party on-line group-buying sales. 

Embodiments of the invention also provide a method and apparatus that 
permits certain retailers, suppliers and/or other third parties (including customers) to 
create, manage and share aggregation, if desired, on on-line group-buying sales 
featuring their own products or services. This may be accomplished, in part, 
through such third parties' direct use of all or part of the owner's on-line group- 
buying sale set up and management tools described in the above referenced 
commonly assigned application, as well as a related commonly owned patent, U.S. 



540669 vl/PA 
BL6L01I.DOC 
101000/1352 



3 



Patent 6,101,484, that issued August 8, 2000 in the names of Richard V. Halbert, 
Niklas Gustafsson and John M. Thrun, entitled "Dynamic Market Equilibrium 
Management System, Process and Article of Manufacture, 55 formerly U.S. 
Application No. 09/281,859 (Attorney Docket MCTA-002/00US), the disclosure of 
which is incorporated herein by this reference. 

The owner's on-line group-buying sale offerings are already available to 
customers visiting the owner's main site (e.g., the owner's website). Other 
customers may arrive at the owner's site from links appearing on third-party 
websites, such as links that direct traffic to the site in a general way, e.g., the home 
page or the first page of all current on-line group-buying sales. These existing links 
do not direct visitors to specific on-line group-buying sales selected on the basis of 
the originating link. Further, the sender may not presently tailor its traffic exposure 
to a defined set of on-line group-buying sales that the seller deigns most likely to be 
of interest to its customers. While general links generate some level of participation 
in the owner's on-line group-buying sales, they do not deliberately funnel traffic to 
the owner's on-line group-buying sales on an item-by-item basis, nor do general 
links promote the most efficient or logical aggregation of demand for each 
individual on-line group-buying sale. Consequently, the methods in place may not 
fully harness the aggregation potential of the owner's group buying method over the 
Internet. 

Furthermore, no sales channel is presently believed to exist through which a 
supplier, manufacturer, or retailer of goods and services (especially a small concern) 
can readily turn to create directly a potentially global market for a given product or 
service across a vast number of websites on the Internet. While suppliers of 
products and services can achieve large volume sales through the owner's demand 
aggregation invention (i.e., the on-line group-buying sale), all such sales are now 
possible for such third parties only indirectly through the owner, functioning as an 
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Internet retailer. An aspect of this invention permits suppliers, distributors, retailers, 
and others to create and control their own on-line group-buying sales in either an 
exclusive or shared aggregation format. In this implementation, the owner's site 
functions as a true platform for such third party sales. As such, the owner likely will 
5 be compensated by some combination of licensing revenue (for the use of its on-line 
group-buying sale set up and management tools), and/or a transaction fee based on 
these third party managed sales, or a revenue/margin sharing arrangement. 

3. Benefits of the Invention. 

10 This invention may make online demand aggregation more effective by 

expanding its presence on an item-by-item and/or product-category basis 
concurrently to all web communities having an interest in the given item or product 
category. Consequently, the invention potentially leverages all traffic over an 
electronic network, such as the Internet, to enable unprecedented aggregation of 

15 demand, or a super demand aggregation. In addition, on-line group-buying sale 
selection on an item-by-item and/or category basis permits the super aggregation to 
occur in a highly efficient and targeted manner. Participating sellers (e.g., seller 
websites) may include everything from major portal sites having generalized traffic, 
to niche community sites centered on particular hobbies or other commonalities of 

20 interest, as well as Internet retailer sites. General traffic sites might select a broad 
array of on-line group-buying sales, while the niche sites likely may select only on- 
line group-buying sales featuring items of specific interest to their community. 

Specifically, a major portal might select an array of popular consumer 
electronic and sports equipment on-line group-buying sales with relatively wide 

25 appeal, while a community site focusing on hiking and fishing might select on-line 
group-buying sales featuring specific items of camping, hiking and fishing 
equipment. Sites catering exclusively to women might select items such as gifts, 
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kitchen electronics and sporting equipment geared toward women and the like. An 
Internet retailer might choose to focus solely on on-line group-buying sales 
featuring items they offer for resale. 

In addition, product manufacturers, service providers, and distributors can 
broaden their role from simply that of a product or service supplier to a direct 
reseller of those items though appropriate links and revenue sharing arrangements 
on on-line group-buying sale sales of their own merchandise and, where 
appropriate, merchandise or services supplied by others. The self-service on-line 
group-buying sale capability described herein further aids these sellers in such sales 
efforts. 

A relatively small seller of goods may use the expanded on-line group- 
buying sale network to offer goods and services to a wider consumer market and a 
more focused consumer market. For example, a seller may expand on-line group- 
buying sale offerings to more general Internet locations near the seller's 
geographical location while also providing the offerings worldwide through Internet 
locations logically related to the seller's goods/services. 

The result to the buyer taking advantage of the super aggregation enabled by 
this invention may be appreciably greater purchasing power, and perhaps a 
strengthened sense of community through an enhanced ability to connect with 
similarly situated buyers. Connections among similarly situated buyers may be 
enhanced by access to group communication media, such as message boards and 
chat facilities, which allow purchasers to share ideas about products and accessories. 

Participating partner sites benefit by offering unique, valuable content to 
their site visitors that can be tailored to suit such visitor's needs and interests. 
Further, the invention may give participating suppliers and Internet retailers a 
stronger means to target and accumulate demand throughout the Internet for 
products and services on an item-by-item basis. 
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In addition, the embodiments of the invention that permit third parties such 
as suppliers, distributors and Internet retailers to create and control their own on-line 
group-buying sales may offer, among other things, the ability for such third parties 
to achieve unprecedented inventory leveling capabilities, directly make real-time 
yield management decisions, test price sensitivity on new products, etc. - all with 
the benefit of the true market data made possible by the above referenced commonly 
assigned inventions. Self-service on-line group-buying sales may open a large 
market for sellers, and, in some instances, may even eliminate barriers to scalability 
facing both owner/operators of on-line group-buying sale platforms and sellers. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 



0J 1 . Definitions 

^ f: 

pi 15 Abstract Terms - as a supplement to selecting on-line group-buying sales 

* s exclusively on the basis of a particular product/service or category, a partner site 

5 

□ may also select on-line group-buying sales on the basis of terms descriptive of the 

fa 

□ product/services offered. Of course, customers may also use abstract terms as well 
j=J in selecting products/services of interest. The abstract terms become increasingly 

20 crucial to the operation of the on-line group-buying sale sales method as the number 
of products/services offered grows increasingly larger. 

Customer - a person (e.g., a visitor) who participates in an on-line group- 
buying sale sales method by either accessing the on-line group-buying sale from the 
25 owner's main site or from a partner site. Customers also include prospective buyers 
as well as sellers who access the owner's main site to sell products/services, either 
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through the owner's main store, one or more partner sites, or through a self-service 
on-line group-buying sale. 

Display - to show an on-line group-buying sale item on a partner site by way 
5 of a link to pages on the owner's main site. A page is a specific portion of the 
totality of the owner's main site and does not necessarily refer to any particular 
method of displaying the page to a viewer/customer. Of course, display also 
includes showing an on-line group-buying sale item to a customer at the owner's 
main site. Moreover, the on-line group-buying sale item may be displayed on any 
10 type of display device, including a computer monitor, a telephone, a portable 
computer, a pager, and a television. The display may also include audible 
information. 

ti 

01 Electronic Network - an electronic communication medium across which 

II 15 sellers and buyers may communicate, especially when communicating through the 

owner's main site. Representative electronic networks include the Internet, 
iM intranets, the public switched telephone network ("PSTN"), wireless voice and data 

M= networks, and television networks, such as satellite, broadcast, cable television, and 

u two-way interactive cable. Electronic networks further include hybrid systems, such 

K 20 as those in which sellers communicate to buyers via one medium, such as cable 
S television, and buyers communicate to sellers via another medium, such as the 

Internet. Electronic networks additionally include aggregated electronic networks, 

such as when buyers communicate to sellers via multiple media, such the Internet, 

the telephone, and cable television. 

25 

Featured Item - a product or service, or groups of products and services, 
offered for sale in an on-line group-buying sale sales method. Services may include 
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any type of service, such as product service agreements, one-time services like 
vacations, and semi-permanent services, such as janitorial services. Featured Items 
may also include a bundle of products/services, such as a DVD player, a case, an 
extended warranty, one-year theft insurance, and two free DVDs. For bundled 
5 featured items, demand aggregation in an on-line group-buying sale need not 
necessarily arise on specific items in the bundle or identical purchases of the full 
bundle but may also arise in a piecemeal fashion via purchases of individual items 
or subsets of items within the bundle, which may potentially increase the volume 
discount on any or all items within the bundle and/or purchases of the bundle as a 
10 whole. 



On-Line Group-Buying Sale - a business method and its variants in which 
C> buyers wishing to purchase a particular product or service, or groups of products 



in 



m 



gi and services, within a given time frame join forces in a buying group formed across 

15 an electronic network specifically to accomplish the desired purchase. On-line 
group-buying sales are sometimes referred to as "PowerBuys™," a specific format 
0} for on-line group-buying sales presently practiced by Mercata.com of Bellevue, 

j—iL. Washington. In an on-line group-buying sale, the buying group potentially enables 

£T individual buyers to leverage their combined purchasing power to achieve an 

20 economic bargain superior to that attainable by any one buyer acting alone. A 
CI superior bargain for buyers may often be reflected in terms of a lower price. For 

example, as more buyers join the buying group, the desired item's price typically 
declines. At the end of the purchase period, the owner (and/or seller) allows all 
successful buyers {i.e., those with offers at or above the final on-line group-buying 
25 sale price) to purchase the item at a final (low) price even if some buyers have 
submitted irrevocable offers specifying a price ceiling higher than the final (low) 
price. In some embodiments, the owner may complete the sales transaction with 
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each buyer by accepting offers at or above the final price, debiting each successful 
buyer (e.g., via credit card transaction) at the time the purchased featured item is 
shipped to the buyer. In other embodiments, the owner may not complete purchase 
transactions directly with the buyers but may instead refer irrevocable and revocable 
5 purchase offers (or other expressions of interest in the featured item) to a partner or 
third-party seller who may then complete individual buyer transactions within the 
buying group by accepting any desirable irrevocable purchase offers and/or 
pursuing buyers' expressions of interest in a featured item. The interested reader 
will find more information about embodiments of on-line group-buying sales by 
10 reading U.S. Patent No. 6,101,484, entitled "Dynamic Market Equilibrium 
Management System, Process and Article of Manufacture," which issued on August 
8, 2000. 



On-Line Group-Buying Sale Menu Tree - a catalog maintained by the owner 
15 listing current and upcoming on-line group-buying sales and/or products/services 



a 

01 ("featured items") from which partner sites may select for display from their 

SM 

h._ Si 

n 

i- 
P 

Ci 



respective network location or website. Of course, the owner's listing of current 
and upcoming on-line group-buying sales may be made available to customers 
visiting the owner's main site. In a preferred embodiment of the invention, the on- 
20 line group-buying sale menu tree is organized as a tree structure having selectable 
categories/products. By selecting one location on the on-line group-buying sale 
menu tree, a partner selects that location and any locations below it. Likewise, a 
seller may use the on-line group-buying sale Menu Tree's product categories as an 
aid in determining where a new featured item should be placed. As discussed 
25 herein, an ordinary artisan will recognize that different structures may be used to 
accomplish a similar purpose. 
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Owner - the party owning and/or having a license for the right to operate the 
computerized platform hosting on-line group-buying sales and/or facilitating on-line 
group-buying sale displays on partner sites. For example, the owner may be the 
owner of the invention described herein and the related inventions cross-referenced 
herein, or a licensee of such owner. The terms "owner" and "operator" are 
generally synonymous in this context. 

Owner's Main Site - a computer-operated location, such as a website, on 
which the on-line group-buying sale platform or hub resides, also known as the 
owner's site. For purposes of at least one embodiment of the invention, this site is 
an owner's site on which the on-line group-buying sale method of sales is being 
practiced in accordance with the commonly assigned inventions referred to above. 
An ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize that the on-line group-buying sale 
platform may provide a virtual presence only, with a substantial portion of the actual 
computing power driving the on-line group-buying sale sales method located 
elsewhere. In addition, embodiments of the invention are not limited to a single 
owner's main site. Embodiments of the invention are not limited to websites and/or 
communications using HTTP and may include computer-operated locations such as 
cable TV, digital interactive cable, etc. 

Partner Parameters - a field within the set up code for each on-line group- 
buying sale that controls which on-line group-buying sales each customer may 
access, according to an alternative embodiment of the invention. For purposes of an 
embodiment of this invention, the location or link from which each individual 
customer arrives at the owner's main site may be a key determinant in determining 
the Product Category. 
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Partner Site - any third-party owned or operated location, such as a website, 
within an electronic network, such as the Internet, that has been configured to 
display one or more on-line group-buying sales at its network location or website. 
The universe of partner sites potentially could encompass an entire network such as 
the Internet and/or a channel(s) of a cable television network and/or wireless voice 
and data networks. However, it is expected that certain network locations or 
websites would be barred from participation for various reasons, e.g., inappropriate 
content. Of course, partner sites, seller sites, and/or an operator's site may be 
combined into one location accessible via an electronic network (e.g., a website). 



Product Category - a category, product/service, or combined category and 
product/service selectable from the on-line group-buying sale tree structure. The 
Product Category controls which on-line group-buying sales each customer shall be 
able to access. For purposes of an embodiment of this invention, the location or link 
15 from which each individual customer arrives at the owner's main site may be a key 



OS 

e determinant in determining the Product Category. For example, a customer arriving 

p from a partner's site may typically be directed to Product Categories selected by or 

ill 

^ in association with the partner while customer's arriving on their own may typically 

^* be directed to either the owner's featured items and/or featured items from a 
20 seller/customer store. 



Self-Service On-line Group-Buying Sale - an on-line group-buying sale 
format in which sellers may directly submit to the owner's main site data related to 
featured items to be sold via one or more on-line group-buying sales. In some 
25 embodiments, the owner's main site may group products/services for self-service 
on-line group-buying sales together, such that the resulting Seller/Customer Store 
often comprises products/services offered by more than one seller. The owner's 
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main site typically provides sellers with the functionality for establishing a self- 
service on-line group-buying sale such that the sellers may typically enter 
products/services for sale by on-line group-buying sale by merely entering certain 
data requested by the owner. The self-service on-line group-buying sale 
5 functionality is typically provided on the owner's website in the form of a computer 
program; however, the self-service on-line group-buying sale functionality may be 
accomplished in other ways. 



a 



Li. 



Seller - a manufacturer, retailer, service provider, or other party {e.g., another 
10 customer) offering products/services for sale to customers, business, or other buyers 
via the on-line group-buying sale sales method. The owner, its partners, and other 
customers may be sellers in some embodiments of the invention. 

Seller/Customer Store - a portion of the on-line group-buying sale Menu 
15 Tree reserved for self-service on-line group-buying sales. The seller/customer 
store's highest node typically represents a senior node in the on-line group-buying 
sale menu tree, typically on par with the owner's store and various partner stores. 
The seller/customer store may include below the highest node a number of Product 
Categories which correspond with other product/service categories found in other 
20 portions of the on-line group-buying sale Menu Tree. 

Other terms used in this application that are defined in the related 
applications and referenced patent incorporated herein have the meanings used in 
those applications, except where re-defined herein. 
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2. 



Summary Description 



Embodiments of the invention provide a system and method for aggregating 
demand in group-buying sales conducted across an electronic network. 
Accordingly, a computerized facility may be configured to conduct group-buying 
sales and operably coupled to the electronic network. The computerized facility 
may include specification software executable on the computerized facility, the 
specification software may be configured to receive item data from a seller that 
defines a featured item for a first group-buying sale. The seller may transmit the 
data over the electronic network to the computerized facility. The specification 
software may also receive sale data from the seller, the sale data providing the 
seller's directions for the first group-buying sale, wherein the seller transmits the 
data over the electronic network to the computerized facility. The specification 
software may also store the received item data and the received sale data in a data 
repository, wherein the computerized facility uses the received sale data in 
conducting the first group-buying sale of the featured item defined by the received 



Embodiments of the invention additionally provide a system and method for 
aggregating demand in group-buying sales conducted across an electronic network. 
A featured item set-up module may be configured to assist sellers provide data that 
describes featured items to be sold in group-buying sales conducted on a 
computerized system in communication across an electronic network with buyer 
computing systems. A group-buying set-up module may be configured to assist the 
sellers provide the data that directs the computerized system in conducting the 
group-buying sales for the featured items. In addition, an account set-up module 
may be configured to allow the sellers to establish accounts with a group-buying 
sale host associated with the computerized facility. 



item data. 
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Embodiments of the invention may also provide a system and method that 
offers self-service group-buying seller services over an electronic network. A 
featured item description component may be configured to receive a seller's 
description of a featured item to be sold in a first group-buying sale conducted on a 
computerized facility coupled to buyer computing systems over the electronic 
network. In addition, a sale parameter component may be configured to receive the 
seller's instructions for the group-buying sale and configured to provide the 
received instructions to the computerized facility. 

Embodiments of the invention may additionally provide a system and method 
that offers self-service group-buying seller services over an electronic network. A 
first computing system may contain software executable on the first computing 
system. The software may be configured to send first data describing a featured 
item to be sold in a first group-buying sale to a second computing system hosting a 
group-buying sale. The first computing system may be operably coupled to the 
second computing system over an electronic network. The software may send 
second data providing instructions for the group-buying sale to the second 
computing system. The software may also receive scheduling data about the group- 
buying sale from the second computing system. 

Embodiments of the invention may further provide a computer-readable data 
transmission medium containing a data structure. The data structure may include a 
first portion that defines a featured item for a first group-buying sale, with the first 
group-buying sale conducted by a computerized facility over an electronic network 
operably coupled to potential buyers' computing systems. The data structure may 
also include a second portion that provides directions to the computerized facility 
for conducting the first group-buying sale, and a third portion that identifies a seller 
of the featured item. 
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Embodiments of the invention additionally provide a computer-readable 
medium having computer-executable instructions for performing a method for 
aggregating demand in group-buying sales conducted across an electronic network. 
The instructions may direct the receipt of item data from a seller that defines a 
featured item for a first group-buying sale. The seller may transmit the item data 
over the electronic network to a computerized facility configured to conduct group- 
buying sales over the electronic network. The instructions may also direct the 
receipt of sale data from the seller that provides the seller's directions for the first 
group-buying sale, wherein the seller transmits the sale data over the electronic 
network to the computerized facility. The instructions may further direct storage of 
the received item data and the received sale data in a data repository, wherein the 
computerized facility uses the received sale data in conducting the first group- 
buying sale of the featured item defined by the received item data. 

In other embodiments of the invention, each partner site must typically select 
at least one product or product category from the on-line group-buying sale menu 
tree in order to permit a targeted aggregation of a unique set of partner sites that 
concurrently displays each featured item offered in an on-line group-buying sale. 
The partner site may also select product categories from the on-line group-buying 
sale menu tree for display on sub-communities within its network location or 
website. For example, this may be achieved by displaying a list of all current and 
upcoming on-line group-buying sales on password-protected pages within the 
owner's site and/or on other site locations. The partner site could then communicate 
its choices by "checking off 5 each desired item. 

In order to permit access in a manner consistent with partner sites' selections, 
the owner will typically examine the portions of the on-line group-buying sale menu 
tree associated with each on-line group-buying sale to determine the set of partner 
sites having selections relevant to the on-line group-buying sale, according to an 
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embodiment of the invention. The on-line group-buying sale menu tree controls 
which items are accessible and which are hidden for each particular visitor based on 
how such visitor came to the owner's site (Le. 9 whether the visitor's session 
originated from a link from a particular partner site, versus any number of general 
5 links or direct hits to the owner's main site). The on-line group-buying sale 
management and set up tools, which have been modified to permit the described 
personalization necessary for this invention, are more fully described in the 
applications for the commonly assigned inventions referred to above. 

In the case of exclusive on-line group-buying sales, the partner's abbreviated 
10 name, or another appropriate identifier, would be the only set value placed within 
the on-line group-buying sale menu tree for a relevant portion of the on-line group- 
2* buying sale menu tree so that those on-line group-buying sales are shown only to 

%t visitors linking directly from that partner site, according to an embodiment of the 

invention. On-line group-buying sales so designated as exclusive must also be 
15 hidden from the product category tree within the owner's main site so they will not 
be displayed to the owner's other customers {e.g., those coming from general links, 
search engines, or by typing in the URL of the owner's main site), where such a 



i — 



£f restriction is appropriate. In the case of shared aggregation on-line group-buying 



sales, the value set within the partner parameter would include a string of partner 
20 site code names (i.e., all partners choosing such item) such that visitors originating 
from all such sources, as well as those arriving through the owner's main site, would 
have joint and simultaneous access to the on-line group-buying sale item. This 
method is generally preferable as it permits the fullest aggregation of demand. 

Each partner site is then given a reference marker, such as a URL, for its 
25 link(s) to the owner's main site through which its visitors will have access to all 
such partner-selected on-line group-buying sales when visiting the owner's site 
through such a link, according to an embodiment of the invention. Such visitors 
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may also have click-through access to other portions of the owner's main site (such 
as pages displaying other nonexclusive on-line group-buying sales on such site) 
depending upon the specific page layout and design appearing on such visitor's 
initial access pages. The partner may supply images and any URLs necessary and 
appropriate to link back to its own site from the selected on-line group-buying sale 
pages that are viewed by visitors utilizing its links. In a shared aggregation 
embodiment of the invention, visitors from a particular site would be shown only 
the link back to the originating site. All other partner site links would be hidden 
from that visitor. 

In an alternative embodiment, a "partner parameter" field can be associated 
with each on-line group-buying sale set up code so as to permit access in a manner 
consistent with partner sites' selections. The owner examines the portions of the 
partner parameter within the on-line group-buying sale set up code for each on-line 
group-buying sale to look for all the relevant abbreviated partner code names 
assigned to that on-line group-buying sale. The partner parameter field within the 
on-line group-buying sale set up code controls which items are accessible and which 
are hidden for each particular visitor based on how such visitor came to the owner's 
site (i.e., whether the visitor's session originated from a link from a particular 
partner site, versus any number of general links or direct hits to the owner's main 
site). 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Figure 1 is a simplified diagrammatic representation of a model that shows 
how embodiments of the invention may expand aggregation through multiple 
avenues of traffic flow to the owner's on-line group-buying sales. 
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Figure 2 is a corresponding simplified diagrammatic representation of the 
aggregation of a unique set of partner sites for each on-line group-buying sale item, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 3 is a screen shot showing exclusive on-line group-buying sales made 
available only to one partner site, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 4 is a simplified block diagram representing the technical schema 
underlying an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 5 shows an exemplary tree structure 500 that may be used to retain 
on-line group-buying sale product/service data, such as for use in an on-line group- 
buying sale menu tree, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 6 illustrates another exemplary tree structure 600 that may be used to 
categorize product/service data available for on-line group-buying sales, according 
to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 7 further illustrates a partner's on-line group-buying sale 
product/service selections using the on-line group-buying sale setup tool 400, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 8 shows an exemplary seller's screen 800 that may be used to describe 
a product/service for an on-line group-buying sale, according to an embodiment of 
the invention. 
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Figure 9 shows an exemplary seller's screen 900 as completed by a particular 
seller, a Girl Scout troop from Bellevue, Wash., for the sale of a specific lot of 
goods, Girl Scout thin mint cookies, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

5 Figure 10 illustrates an exemplary partner screen 1000 that could be used by 

a partner to select which on-line group-buying sales to display, according to an 
embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 1 1A illustrates a multi-seller, multi-partner system 1101, according to 
an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 1 IB is a flowchart showing the seller/partner filter's processing of 
partner tags arriving at the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102 from customers 
at the partner sites, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 12 illustrates the on-line group-buying sale platform 1102 hosting an 
exclusive on-line group-buying sale, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 13 shows the data flow that occurs when on-line group-buying sales 
are selected by an operator of a third party site for use in connection with that site, 
according to an alternative embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 14 illustrates an embodiment of the invention in which sellers 1-2, A- 
Z may use both a seller/customer filter 1405 and the seller/partner filter 1103 when 
25 select and entering products/services for customers in on-line group-buying sales on 
the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102. 
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Figure 15 illustrates various sub-components associated with a self-service 
on-line group-buying sale component 1501 on the on-line group-buying sale 
platform 1 102, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

5 Figure 16A illustrates how sellers 1401, 1403 may interact with the self- 

service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 to provide products/services for 
sale by on-line group-buying sales on the owner's site, according to an embodiment 
of the invention. 

Figure 16B illustrates how sellers may interact with the self-service on-line 
group-buying sale component 1501 to provide products/services for sale by on-line 
group-buying sales on the owner's site and in association with the seller's partners, 
according to another embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 17 shows an exemplary tree structure 1700 that may be used to retain 
on-line group-buying sale product/service data, such as for use in an on-line group- 
buying sale menu tree, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 18 shows a high-level chart 1800 representing various data entry tasks 
and status information that a customer may perform on the owner's site, according 
to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 19 provides a representative home page display 1901 that would be 
suitable for display of the home page entry 1801, according to an embodiment of the 
25 invention. 
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Figure 20 illustrates a representative seller explanation display 2001 that 
provides the seller explanation entry 1 833, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. 

Figure 21 illustrates a representative category display 2100 that provides the 
category entry 1815, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 22 illustrates a representative line display 2200 that provides lower- 
level category listings, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 23 illustrates a product/service display 2300 that provides the details 
entry 1819, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 24 A illustrates a new account display 2400 that provides a portion of 
the new account entry 1823, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 24B illustrates a new account display 2401 that represents another 
portion of the new account entry 1823, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. 

Figure 25 shows a representative data flow and sub-entries for the seller 
center entry 1809, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 26 is a representative display 2601 that may be shown to a seller upon 
selecting the seller center entry 1809, according to an embodiment of the invention. 
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Figure 27 is an account display 2701 that may be shown to a seller who has 
selected the account portion entry 2501, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. 

Figure 28 is an agreement display 2801 of the owner's seller agreement 
2503, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 29 is a profile display 2901 of the seller profile entry 2505, according 
to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 30 is an on-line group-buying sale display 3001 of the seller's on-line 
group-buying sale list entry 2507, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figures 31A-31D provide exemplary displays that may help a seller select 
product/service categories and other entries associated with self-service on-line 
group-buying sales, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 32 is a preview display 3201 that provides sellers with the item 
preview entry 2513, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 33 is an on-line group-buying sale setup display 3301 that provides 
sellers with the on-line group-buying sale setup functionality entry 2517, according 
to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 34 is a confirmation display 3401 that provides sellers with the 
confirmation report entry 2519, according to an embodiment of the invention. 
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Figure 35 is an acknowledgement display 3501 that provides sellers with the 
self-service on-line group-buying sale acknowledgement report 2521, according to 
an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 36 illustrates an exemplary list display 3601 that displays a given 
Seller's on-line group-buying sales, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 37 shows an exemplary item display 3701 that provides information 
related to a series of on-line group-buying sales for a given product/service over 
time, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 38 shows an exemplary details display 3801 that provides detailed 
information about various products/services, upcharge selections, and the details of 
particular on-line group-buying sales, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 39 shows an exemplary fee detail display 3901 for an on-line group- 
buying sale associated with a grooming product, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. 

Figure 40 shows a balance display 4001 for a particular seller that includes 
the seller's past charges and the seller's pending charges, according to an 
embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 41 shows a fee display 4100 for a given owner's site, according to an 
embodiment of the invention. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 



Embodiments of the invention provide a self-service on-line group-buying 
5 sale capability that enables sellers to enter new products/services for sale by on-line 
group-buying sale at an owner's site without necessarily requiring any specific 
intervention or assistance from the owner. For example, as discussed below with 
respect to Figures 8 and 9, the owner may allow sellers, especially relatively small 
commercial entities, to describe products/services for an on-line group-buying sale 
10 and to also provide directions for conducting the on-line group-buying sale itself 
Embodiments of the owner's site may even allow ordinary customers visiting the 
owner's site to become sellers as well as buyers. As will be discussed below, the 
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self-service on-line group-buying sale capability may exist on the owner's site 



alongside the owner's own product/service offerings and partner product/service 
15 offerings. 

p Figures 1-12 of the drawings show preferred forms of a system and process 

^ for implementing an embodiment of the invention that pertains to allowing partners 

□ of the owner to select products/services for sale by on-line group-buying sale for 



display to their customers. As shown in Figure 1, an embodiment of the invention 
20 combines for a given on-line group-buying sale 107 an owner's main site (i.e. 9 
Mercata 100) and its customers (i.e., customers 104) with traffic coming from 
partner sites 103 and their respective customers 105. Of course, an overlap 106 may 
be expected between the customers 104 and the customers 105. Nevertheless, the 
invention may achieve a super aggregation of demand for the on-line group-buying 
25 sale 107 beyond that provided by the customers 104 alone. In addition, a number of 
sellers 101, 102 may increase due to the attraction of the super demand aggregation 
provided by embodiments of the invention. The customers 105 may arise from an 
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unlimited combination of partner websites, including major portals, broad and niche 
community sites, manufacturer websites, Internet retailer sites and the like. 
Communications among the customers 104, 105 may be enhanced by access to a 
group communication medium 108 which allows the customers 104, 105 to share 
5 ideas about products and accessories offered on the owner's main site 100. The 
group communication medium 108 also facilitates communications within 
groupings of the customers 104, 105. The group communication medium 108 may 
be one or more group communication mediums, such as message boards and chat 
facilities. 

10 Traffic from the partner sites 103 can be channeled in a manner to efficiently 

S aggregate demand on an on-line group-buying sale-by-on-line group-buying sale 

Jr* basis with the owner's main site 100 as shown in Figure 2. Accordingly, partners 

Of 201-207 may combine with the owner's main site 100 to super aggregate demand 

\J for the on-line group-buying sale 107. Of course, each of the partners 201-207 will 

s 15 typically have indicated in some manner either their specific interest in the 
~ % product/service of the on-line group-buying sale 107 or their general interest in a 

!:~ product/service category that includes the on-line group-buying sale 107. In some 

El 

□ embodiments of the invention, the partners 201-207 may indicate their interest in 

CI 

the product/service of the on-line group-buying sale 107 by expressing interest in 
20 more general, or abstract, terms that describe the product/service. Such abstract 
terms may not necessarily represent a specific product/service or product/service 
category. 

While an ideal on-line group-buying sale scenario calls for pooling partner 
site traffic, and therefore pooling purchasing power from all interested sources (e.g., 
25 customers of the partners 201-207), the owner's main site may permit exclusive on- 
line group-buying sales on partner sites, whereby all purchases will come from that 
site's traffic, rather than the shared aggregation shown in Figure 2. Figure 3 depicts 
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an exemplary screen shot 300 that would be served up to visitors having access to 
an exclusive on-line group-buying sale. 

The screen shot 300 includes exclusivity indicators 301, 302 and the partner 
identifier 207, as well as an owner's identifier 303. Of course, an ordinary artisan 
will recognize that providing an exclusive on-line group-buying sale to a given 
partner does not necessarily require logos identifying the owner, the partner, or even 
strict exclusivity. On the other hand, such features may render an exclusive 
scenario more attractive to either the partner and/or the owner. 

A representative screen shot for nonexclusive on-line group-buying sales 
could be quite similar to the screen shot 300 albeit without the references to 
exclusivity 301, 302, according to an embodiment of the invention. Moreover, in a 
non-exclusive scenario, a customer's links back to an originating partner site may be 
tailored to the point of origin for each visitor viewing such page. An ordinary 
artisan will recognize the possibilities for other variations between complete 
exclusivity and complete non-exclusivity, including some form of limited 
aggregation whereby a product manufacturer or retailer could offer its merchandise 
to all partner sites except for direct competitors or vendors deemed unsuitable or 
inconsistent with the manufacturer or retailer's own business purposes. 

The screen shot 300 also includes a group communications display 304 
which allows customers to share ideas about the products offered on the screen shot 
300. The group communications display 304 shown in Figure 3 has the format of a 
message board in which customers may post messages about the products. As an 
ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize, other group communications media may be 
used, such as a chat facility. 

Figure 4 provides a simplified block diagram representing the technical 
schema underlying an embodiment of the invention. As shown in Figure 4, an on- 
line group-buying sale set up tool 400 that creates on-line group-buying sales may 
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also help define which particular on-line group-buying sales a partner site's 
visitor/customers may access. The on-line group-buying sale set up tool 400 may 
operate in conjunction with other on-line group-buying sale set up tools, such as 
those described in the commonly assigned applications incorporated by reference 
herein. 

Partners 406-408 may access the on-line group-buying sale set up tool 400 to 
specify which product(s)/service(s) they wish displayed (or displayable) to their 
customers/visitors 409. As previously stated, the partners 406-408 may examine the 
on-line group-buying sale menu tree to select specific products/services or the 
partners 406-408 may select product/services categories. Selecting a 
product/service category typically renders all products in the category suitable for 
display. In addition, the partners 406-408 may tailor their selections through the use 
of abstract product/service terms, according to an embodiment of the invention. It is 
anticipated that the partners 5 selection process may be ongoing as on-line group- 
buying sales are continuously beginning and ending on the owner's main site. In 
addition, the partners 406-408 may change their product/service selections 
frequently. 

An on-line group-buying sale close server 404 may start and stop on-line 
group-buying sales. When running an on-line group-buying sale, the on-line group- 
buying sale close server 404 accesses a data repository 403 containing on-line 
group-buying sale data, such as the data associated with the on-line group-buying 
sale menu tree. A graphical user interface treatment 405 provides descriptions 
regarding the appearance of on-line group-buying sales on both the owner's main 
site and on partner sites. A rules engine 401 determines which partner sites may 
display links to which presently active on-line group-buying sales by accessing the 
on-line group-buying sale menu tree. Accordingly, the customers 409 visiting 
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partner sites 406-408 may receive the appropriate links to on-line group-buying sale 
product display pages 402a-402c. 

On some occasions, multiple on-line group-buying sales may be suitable for 
display to a customer, but the partner site (or the customer) may be configured for 
display of only a single on-line group-buying sale at a time. In such instances, a 
display selector 410 determines which particular on-line group-buying sale(s) are 
actually displayed to a customer linked from a partner site. Figure 4 shows the 
display selector 410 as contained within the rules engine 401; however, an 
ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize that the display selector 410 need not 
necessarily be contained within the rules engine 410. 

Exclusive on-line group-buying sale items may not be generally available 
from the owner's on-line group-buying sale menu when partner sites make their on- 
line group-buying sale selections. Of course, the on-line group-buying sale setup 
tools may permit a range of exclusivity. In situations where a partner site (typically 
a product supplier or retailer) wishes to offer on-line group-buying sales of its own 
merchandise, such a partner may license and utilize the on-line group-buying sale 
set up and management tools described in the commonly assigned inventions 
referenced herein. This embodiment of the invention would permit such third 
parties to control which products will be featured items, the form of the price curve 
on which the product's sales price will be determined, and the extent of exclusivity 
desired with respect to other's access to its on-line group-buying sale items. 
However, all such decisions may be bounded by parameter limits set by the owner 
to ensure appropriate levels of consistency and customer satisfaction. Further 
details on the administration of this embodiment of the invention are available in the 
second commonly owned patent referenced above, U.S. Patent No. 6,101,484. 
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Figure 5 shows an exemplary tree structure 500 that may be used to retain 
on-line group-buying sale product/service data, such as for use in an on-line group- 
buying sale menu tree, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

The tree structure 500 may represent any number of on-line group-buying 
5 sale categories/products. In a typical embodiment, each particular node represents a 
category, a product, or both. For example, a Category B 503 has two child nodes 
507 and 515. The node 507 itself has two child nodes 508 and 509. The node 509 
has two child nodes 510 and 514. The node 510 has three child nodes 511-513. 

An operator of the owner's main site may modify the tree structure 500 to 
10 add new nodes to the tree structure 500, remove old nodes from the tree structure 
500, and/or reorganize the tree structure 500. The operator may be a human or an 
automated support system. In addition, in some instances partners may be allowed 
p 1 to modify the tree structure 500 using the on-line group-buying sale setup tools. As 

an ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize, the on-line group-buying sale setup tools 
15 may include safety protocols that would prevent a partner (or the owner) from 
making harmful modifications to the tree structure 500. The tree structure 500 will 
^ typically include a single root node 501, although an ordinary artisan could easily 

O develop a rootless tree structure and/or a multi-root tree structure. 

B 

Partners use the tree structure 500 to define the on-line group-buying sale 
20 products/services to display to customers visiting their partner sites. A partner may 
select a specific product, such as that represented by the node 511, an intermediate 
node such as the node 5 10, a category node 503, or the root node 501. The partner's 
site will display on-line group-buying sales associated with any selected node in the 
tree structure 500 and all the nodes depending from it. For example, by selecting 
25 the node 510, a partner's site may display on-line group-buying sales pertaining to 
the nodes 510-513. The display selector 410 determines which particular on-line 
group-buying sale(s) are actually displayed to a customer linked from a partner site 
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when more than one on-line group-buying sale could be displayed to a customer 
configured to view only one display at a time. 

The partner's selection of a particular category is a dynamic selection, with 
the actual on-line group-buying sale products/services displayed to customers 
depending upon the status of the tree structure at the customer's access instant. For 
example, if the owner, or a seller, later adds or removes products/services at or 
below the child 510, then the on-line group-buying sales displayable to the partner's 
site will be correspondingly updated. This mechanism provides greater flexibility to 
partners than selecting a static category or static product for which no on-line group- 
buying sales may exist on the owner's main site at a later time period, such as when 
a customer actually links to the owner's main site. 

Of course, a partner may select more than one portion of the tree structure 
500 to display on-line group-buying sale products/services. For example, a partner 
could select the node 502, the node 510, and the node 516. 

The owner may store the tree structure 500 in a data repository, such as the 
data repository 403 shown in Figure 4. As an ordinarily skilled artisan will 
recognize, a database represents but one suitable data repository. 

Figure 6 illustrates another exemplary tree structure 600 that may be used to 
categorize product/service data available for on-line group-buying sales, according 
to an embodiment of the invention. The tree structure 600 closely resembles the 
tree structure 500 but with specific on-line group-buying sale product/category 
entries. 

In the tree structure 600, a root node 620 comprises two child nodes 601, 
602. The node 601 pertains to the owner's set of products/services {i.e., "the 
Mercata General Store"), and the node 602 represents an exclusive set of products 
for a particular seller, "Big Animation Co." 
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The owner's sub-tree, that portion of the tree structure 600 at and below the 
Mercata General Store 601 comprises three categories 603 , 604, and 614. The 
Home & Garden node 604 comprises two sub-categories, Seeds 605 and Tools 606. 
The Tools subcategory 606 comprises two specific products a Gucci Hand Trowel 
607 and a Starbucks Rake 608. 

The exclusive product/service sub-tree, that portion of the tree structure 600 
at and below the Big Animation Co. 602 comprises two categories, Clothes 609 and 
Toys 611. The Clothes category 609 comprises a specific product, a Chubby 
Chuckles Sweater 610, while the Toys category 611 comprises two specific 
products, a Chubby Chuckles Doll 612 and a Sweet-Snuffy Puppet 613. 

As discussed above, the Big Animation Co. sub-tree 602 may be made 
available on an exclusive basis, e.g., accessible only from the Big Animation Co. 
website. In this mode, a customer on the owner's main site would not be allowed to 
view the products/services on the sub-tree 602 or participate in on-line group- 
buying sales associated with the sub-tree 602 without first accessing the Big 
Animation Co.'s website. 

Alternatively, the sub-tree 602 may be configured in a non-exclusive or in a 
semi-exclusive manner. In the non-exclusive configuration, a customer could 
access the sub-tree 602 from any location where the customer could also access the 
sub-tree 601. In the semi-exclusive configuration, a customer could access the sub- 
tree 602 from the owner's website and from the Big Animation Co.'s website but 
from no other location. An ordinarily skilled artisan could likewise develop a range 
of additional non-exclusive configuration options. 

The tree structure 600 may be updated periodically by the owner and by 
sellers. For example, the Big Animation Co. could add to the Toys category 611a 
Chubby Chuckles Tractor and a Chubby Chuckles Whistle and remove the Sweet- 
Snuffy Puppet 613. Accordingly, a partner site that had previously selected the 
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Toys category 611 would no longer display on-line group-buying sales for the 
Sweet-Snuffy Puppet 613 but would now display on-line group-buying sales for the 
Chubby Chuckles Tractor and the Chubby Chuckles Whistle as well as the Chubby 
Chuckles Doll 612. 

Figure 7 further illustrates a partner's on-line group-buying sale 
product/service selections using the on-line group-buying sale setup tool 400, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. A partner, such as the partners 406- 
408, may access the on-line group-buying sale setup tool 400, which has been 
designed to aid in the selection of appropriate products/services for the partner's 
site. For example, the partner 406 may select one or more specific 
products/services, and/or one or more product/service categories, and/or one or 
more abstract terms that could be associated with a particular product/service. 
Regardless of how the partner 406 selects products/services of interest, the on-line 
group-buying sale setup tool 400 stores the partner's selections in a partner 
characteristics data set 701. 

The partner characteristics data set 701 may contain other pertinent data 
regarding the partner and the partner's site. For example, the on-line group-buying 
sale setup tool 400 may also acquire from the partner 406 identification data for 
retention in the partner characteristics data set 701. A partner's first use of the on- 
line group-buying sale setup tool 400 may likely result in the input of considerably 
more data to the partner characteristics data set 701 than the partner's subsequent 
uses of the on-line group-buying sale setup tool 701. 

The on-line group-buying sale rules engine 401 may access the partner 
characteristics data set 701 to determine which on-line group-buying sale 
products/services to display to customers/visitors entering the owner's main site via 
a link from a partner site, such as from the partners 406-408. Once the on-line 
group-buying sale rules engine 401 has accessed the partner characteristics data set 
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701 for a customer/visitor entering the owner's site, the on-line group-buying sale 
rules engine 401 may access an on-line group-buying sale menu tree 702 to 
determine which products/services presently being offered in on-line group-buying 
sales may be accessed by the visitor/customer. The on-line group-buying sale rules 
5 engine 401 may then display at least one selected product/service to the 
customer/visitor using the on-line group-buying sale Partner Product Display Page 
402. Of course, multiple customers may enter the owner's main site from multiple 
partner sites at any given time. Accordingly, multiple on-line group-buying sale 
Partner Product Display Pages 402 may be used in any given time interval. 
10 Figure 8 shows an exemplary seller's screen 800 that may be used to describe 

a product/service for an on-line group-buying sale, according to an embodiment of 
the invention. As previously discussed, the invention enables a super demand 



sellers to provide numerous products/services for sale via on-line group-buying 
15 sales. Accordingly, the seller's screen 800 could be used by sophisticated 
manufacturers and retailers for the sale of large quantities of goods, as well as by 



The seller's screen 800 includes a name field 801, an address field 802, a 
goods for sale field 803, a maximum quantity field 804, and a description of goods 

20 field 805. The name field 801 allows the seller to enter his/her business name. The 
address field 802 allows the seller to enter his/her address, e.g., an e-mail address 
and/or a mailing address. The goods for sale field 803 allows the seller to enter a 
name for the goods being sold, and the maximum quantity field 804 allows the 
seller to enter the amount of goods being sold, e.g., 64 boots. The description of 

25 goods field 805 allows the seller to describe the goods in greater detail, e.g., 
"Edmund Hillary hiking boots; rated AAA by the Am. Hikers Assoc., also known as 
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aggregation for the sale of products. In addition, the invention allows a plethora of 
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smaller scale sellers, such as clubs, artisans, and charities. 
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'Good-to-Go Boots. 555 The description of goods field 805 may include a link to an 
HTML page or a digital photograph. 

The seller's screen 800 may include an initial price field 806, a minimum 
price field 807, a minimum sale quantity 808, an order quantity limit 809, an offer 
reject threshold 810, and a pricing scheme 811. The initial price field 806 
represents the on-line group-buying sale starting price. The minimum price field 
807 represents the lowest price for which a good may be sold. The order quantity 
limit 809 represents the maximum number of goods which may be sold to a single 
customer. The offer reject threshold 810 represents the highest price for which an 
offer will be considered "reasonable. 55 The pricing scheme 811 defines whether 
price curve is represented in line segments or step-wise. 

The seller's screen 800 may include a cost curve 812, an ignore scheme 813, 
a window price 814, a seller's bonus program 815, a buyer's bonus program 816, 
and product delivery information 817. The cost curve 812 defines whether the cost 
curve is in line segments or step- wise. The ignore scheme 813 defines whether the 
ignore curve is line segments or step-wise. The window price 814 defines the height 
of the price window and is used to encourage customers to notify their friends of the 
on-line group-buying sale. The seller's bonus program 815 and the buyer's bonus 
program 816 may be part of a loyalty management program; e.g., "Mercata bucks 55 
that may be used for subsequent on-line group-buying sales. The product delivery 
information 817 may be used to specify how purchased products are shipped and 
corresponding pricing information. 

The seller's screen 800 may include an abstract for partner sites 818 and a 
seller security/certification data field 819. The abstract for partner sites 818 allows 
the seller to enter abstract terms that may be recognized by the on-line group-buying 
sale system in order to link the seller's products/services to partner sites interested 
in hosting on-line group-buying sales for products/services represented by the 
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abstract terms. For example, a seller might use the abstract terms "hiking; boots." 
One partner site may be setup to host on-line group-buying sales related to "hiking" 
and another partner site may be setup to host on-line group-buying sales related to 
"boots." Accordingly, the seller will have super-aggregated demand to include two 
partner sites, in addition to the owner's site (e.g., customers visiting the owner's 
site). While "boots" might represent a product/service category in the on-line 
group-buying sale menu tree, more abstract terms such as "hiking" might not be 
specifically represented in the on-line group-buying sale menu tree, although 
products/services might well be describable by the term. The seller 
security/certification data field 819 allows a seller to provide information related to 
the seller's financial responsibility. 

An ordinary artisan will recognize that the seller's screen 800 may include a 
different number of fields than shown in Figure 8. In addition, an ordinary artisan 
will recognize that a streamlined screen may be provided to large-scale sellers who 
frequently provide products/services for on-line group-buying sales. 

Figure 9 shows an exemplary seller's screen 900 as completed by a particular 
seller, a Girl Scout troop from Bellevue, Wash., for the sale of a specific lot of 
goods, Girl Scout thin mint cookies, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

The completed seller's screen 900 includes a name field 901, an address field 
902, a goods for sale field 903, a maximum quantity field 904, and a description of 
goods field 905. The name field 901 provides the seller's name, "Troop 36 - 
Bellevue." The address field 902 . includes the seller's e-mail address, 
"troop36@msn.com." The goods for sale field 903 lists the item for sale as 
"cookies." The maximum quantity field 904 lists 200 boxes as being offered for 
sale. The description of goods field 905 allows the scouts to describe their cookies 
in greater detail, including providing an offer to donate some of their profits to 
charity. 
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The seller's screen 900 may include an initial price field 906, a minimum 
price field 907, a minimum sale quantity 908 3 an order quantity limit 909, an offer 
reject threshold 910, and a pricing scheme 911. The initial price field 906 indicates 
that the on-line group-buying sale starting price will be $5.00. The minimum price 
field 907 states that the lowest price for a box of cookies will be $3.00. The order 
quantity limit 909 indicates that any number of cookie boxes may be sold to a single 
customer. The offer reject threshold 910 indicates that any offer at or above $3.00 
will be considered "reasonable." 

The pricing scheme 911 states that the price curve is defined as on-line 
group-buying sale automatic mode; e.g., "PowerBuy™ automatic." As previously 
indicated in this application and related applications, the price curve may be defined 
in line segments or step-wise. To expand on-line group-buying sales to larger 
groups of sellers, certain features may be selected in an "automatic" mode so that 
sellers are not required to understand the intricacies of micro-economics or the 
pricing tool. In the automatic mode, the pricing tool will render all items selected as 
"automatic" to be consistent with all other related selections. The pricing tool may 
include a sophisticated automatic selection mechanism that makes appropriate 
selections based on the specific type of goods offered, for example, or the pricing 
tool may include lesser sophistication, such as simply defining the "automatic" 
mode as being either "line segments" or "step-wise" for all selections. In any 
configuration, the automatic mode frees the seller from having to understand 
precisely how the on-line group-buying sale will be conducted. The seller may also 
actuate a "show me" button 911a that illustrates precisely how the automatically 
selected feature will operate and provide the seller with greater information with 
which to make an informed choice. 

The seller's screen 900 may include a cost curve 912, an ignore scheme 913, 
a window price 914, a seller's bonus program 915, a buyer's bonus program 916, 
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and product delivery information 917. The cost curve 912 typically defines whether 
the cost curve is line segment or step- wise. As shown here, the cost curve 912 may 
be selected in an "automatic" mode that operates similarly to the "automatic" mode 
described in pricing curve 911. Likewise, the ignore scheme 913 and the window 
price 914 have also been established to operate in an automatic mode. Each 
automatic mode selection may include a corresponding "show me" button, e.g., 
"show me" buttons 91 la-914a. 

The sellers have indicated that their participation earns them points in a 
bonus program 915 while buyers do not automatically earn points in a bonus 
program 916. The product delivery information field 917 indicates that products 
will be shipped via UPS at a cost of 50 cents per box. 

An abstract for traffic sites 919 field indicates that the sellers have entered 
the system recognized terms of "King County; Snohomish County; Girl Scouts; 
Charity; Youth, and Food." Accordingly, a partner site automatically linked to host 
on-line group-buying sales for one or more of these abstract terms could be 
configured to provide a link to the scouts 5 thin mint cookie on-line group-buying 
sale. Thus, the scouts should attain a super-aggregated demand for their cookie 
sales efforts. In the event that a particular partner does not operate in an abstract 
mode, then the partner will only display the scouts' on-line group-buying sale when 
the partner has selected a category/product in the on-line group-buying sale menu 
tree that contains the product "cookies." 

A seller security/certification data field 919 indicates that the sellers have 
shown their financial responsibility by providing the name of their bank and a 
contact person at the bank. 

An ordinary artisan will recognize that the seller's screen 900 may include a 
different number of fields than shown in Figure 9. In addition, an ordinary artisan 
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will recognize that a streamlined screen may be provided to large-scale sellers who 
frequently provide items for on-line group-buying sales. 

Figure 10 illustrates an exemplary partner screen 1000 that could be used by 
a partner to select which on-line group-buying sales to display, according to an 
embodiment of the invention. The screen 1000 may include the partner's name, 
such as the King County News Bureau and Shoppers' Net 203. 

The screen 1000 contains a display on-line group-buying sale 
products/services field 1001 that allows the partner to specify a precise 
product/service. As shown in Figure 10, the partner has selected to display the 
product category "food." In addition, if the partner actuates a Search on-line group- 
buying sale Menu Tree button 1012, then the partner may search all the 
products/categories in the on-line group-buying sale menu tree and may select 
additional products/services or categories. 

The partner may also select on-line group-buying sales by using an abstract 
terms field 1002. The partner need not use the abstract terms field 1002, and the 
partner may select whether the abstract terms will be used either exclusively or non- 
exclusively with the products/services field 1001. As shown in Figure 10, the 
partner has turned on the abstract terms field 1002 and indicated that it will be used 
non-exclusively with the products/services field 1001. In the abstract terms field 
1002, the partner has selected "King County; All-weather gear; Boats/sailing; 
Computers; Huskies, and Food" as abstract terms. The screen 1000 may also 
contain a search abstracts button 1003 whose actuation will produce a list of 
selectable abstract terms. In some embodiments, the abstracts button 1003 may also 
indicate how many products/services are presently associated with the abstract term 
in the on-line group-buying sale menu tree. An ordinary artisan can easily develop 
a variety of alternative schemes, some based upon the volume of products/services 
available for on-line group-buying sales. 
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A display links field 1004 allows the partner to determine whether all links 
will be displayed for abstract terms 1005 by selecting a box 1006 or whether links 
will only be displayed for some selected number of common abstract terms 1007 by 
a selecting box 1008. For example, if a partner selected box 1006, then the partner 
5 would display on-line group-buying sales for all products/services located by a 
search of the abstract terms 1002. On the other hand, if the partner selected the box 
1008, and indicated two abstract terms, then the partner would display on-line 
group-buying sales for all products/services having two or more of the abstract 
terms listed in the abstract terms 1002. Referring to the partner sites field 919 of 

10 Figure 9 and the abstract terms 1002, if the partner indicated that two abstract terms 
1007 were necessary, then the Girl Scouts 5 thin mint cookies would be available via 
an on-line group-buying sale from the partner site 203. On the other hand, if the 
abstract terms 1007 required more than two similar terms, then partner site 203 
would not display an on-line group-buying sale of the Girl Scouts' thin mint 

15 cookies. Of course, the partner has additionally selected the product/service "food," 
which may represent a category containing the product "cookies," in which case, the 
scouts 5 on-line group-buying sale would be displayed on the partner site 203. 

The partner may also decide how the site displays on-line group-buying sale 
products/services by making a selection in a field 1010, such as selecting a 

20 "carousel 55 display mode in which displayed products/services rotate according a 
partner-selectable time field 1011, e.g., every 20 seconds. For example, once the 
partner has submitted this selection, then the rules engine 401 and the display 
selector 410 would have further guidance in determining which particular on-line 
group-buying sale to display at a given instance for customers arriving from the 

25 partner's site. Of course, one ordinarily skilled in the art can easily imagine other 
display schemes besides a carousel display mode, such as a weighted display mode 
where products/services are displayed for differing time periods on some particular 
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basis, such as having a greater number of matching abstract terms than another 
displayable product/service. Other applicable schemes could include a "random" 
display scheme or a "shuffle" display scheme. 

Figure 1 1 A illustrates a multi-seller, multi-partner system 1101, according to 
an embodiment of the invention. The system 1101 comprises an on-line group- 
buying sale platform 1102, multiple sellers 1104-1106, and multiple partners 1107- 
1108. A seller/traffic filter 1103 associated with the on-line group-buying sale 
platform 1102 includes rules for determining which partner sites receive which 
particular on-line group-buying sale product/service at any given instance. For 
example, using the thin mint cookie on-line group-buying sale shown in Figure 9 
and the partner site 203 having the characteristics shown in Figure 10, the 
seller/traffic filter 1103 would determine when to display the thin mint cookie on- 
line group-buying sale on the partner site 203. An ordinarily skilled artisan can 
easily tell that the seller/traffic filter 1103 would perform a high volume of 
calculations in many multiple seller/multiple partner environments. For example, 
assume seller groups collectively place 12,000 products into the on-line group- 
buying sale platform 1102 having connections to 1,000 partner sites. Assume 
further that each partner site operates in either a carousel, random, or shuffle mode 
with updates/changes several times per minute. Accordingly, the seller/traffic filter 
1103 will be required to provide at least one new display/link every few seconds, 
depending upon customer volume. Knowing the required throughput of the 
seller/traffic filter 1103, an ordinarily skilled artisan should be able to identify an 
appropriate calculation engine to drive the seller/traffic filter's operations. Of 
course, the seller/traffic filter 1103 could combine features of the rules engine 401 
and the display selector 410. 

Figure 11A illustrates sellers inputting on-line group-buying sale 
product/service data into the on-line group-buying sale platform 1102 via the 
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seller/partner filter 1103. Figure 1 IB is a flowchart showing the seller/partner 
filter's processing of partner tags arriving at the on-line group-buying sale platform 
1102 from customers at the partner sites, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. 

The seller/partner filter 1 103 receives a tag from a customer at a partner site, 
e.g. the partner site 1 1107 (step 1109). The seller/partner filter 1103 searches the 
on-line group-buying sale menu tree using the received tag to locate the respective 
partner's on-line group-buying sale products/services, e.g. the products, services and 
categories previously registered by the partner (step 1111). 

The seller/partner filter 1103 determines if more than one on-line group- 
buying sale product/service is available for display to the customer (step 1113). For 
example, more than one product or service may be available when the partner has 
registered a product category having multiple products and more than one of those 
products are currently offered in on-line group-buying sales. If the seller/partner 
filter 1103 determines that only a single product/service is presently offered in an 
on-line group-buying sale, then the seller/partner filter 1103 displays to the 
customer a link to the selected on-line group-buying sale product/service (step 
1123). 

If the seller/partner filter 1 103 determines that multiple products/services are 
available for display to the customer (step 1113), then the seller/partner filter 1103 
examines the partner characteristics data to locate any filtering information provided 
by the partner hosting the partner site from which the customer's tag originated 
(step 1115). The seller/partner filter 1103 filters the available on-line group-buying 
sale products/services using the located partner filter (step 1117). For example, as 
previously discussed, a partner may indicate that on-line group-buying sale 
products/services will be displayed on the basis of a carousel arrangement. In such 
a situation, the seller/partner filter 1103 would determine which of the 
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products/services presently being offered in on-line group-buying sales and 
previously selected by the partner as a displayable product/service is presently 
marked for carousel display. 

Applying the partner's filter may not necessarily result in a single on-line 
group-buying sale product/service. Accordingly, the seller/partner filter 1103 
determines whether more than one on-line group-buying sale product/service is still 
available for display (step 1119). If the seller/partner filter 1103 determines that 
only a single on-line group-buying sale product/service is available for display after 
filtering (step 1 119), then the seller/partner filter 1103 displays to the customer the 
appropriate link to the on-line group-buying sale product/service (step 1 123). 

If the seller/partner filter 1103 determines that more than one on-line group- 
buying sale product/service is still available for display after filtering (step 1119), 
then the seller/partner filter 1103 applies logic from the on-line group-buying sale 
platform 1 102 to reduce the on-line group-buying sale product/service choices down 
to a single on-line group-buying sale product/service (step 1121). For example, the 
on-line group-buying sale platform 1102 may have embedded rules for resolving 
multiple product/service choices down to a single choice. The seller/partner filter 
1103 then displays a link to the on-line group-buying sale product/service to the 
customer (step 1 123). 

As previously indicated, the seller/partner filter 1103 will receive numerous 
tags from customers visiting partner sites. Accordingly, the seller/partner filter 
1103 may process customer tags in an essentially endless loop. Of course, as one 
skilled in the art will recognize, the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102, and/or 
the seller/partner filter 1103, may contain an ability to terminate processing of the 
customer tags when necessary, such as a shut down of the on-line group-buying sale 
platform 1 102 for maintenance. 
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An ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize that some partner sites may allow 
display of multiple on-line group-buying sale links. In such circumstances, the 
seller/partner filter 1103 will not need to select a single on-line group-buying sale 
product/service but will instead determine which of the partner's previously selected 
products/services are presently active in on-line group-buying sales and display all 
pertinent links to the customer. 

Figure 12 illustrates the on-line group-buying sale platform 1102 hosting an 
exclusive on-line group-buying sale, according to an embodiment of the invention. 
As shown in Figure 3, the on-line group-buying sale platform may be used to host 
exclusive on-line group-buying sales for particular manufacturers, merchants, or 
other sellers. In such arrangements, the on-line group-buying sale platform 1102 
essentially partitions a portion of its site off for an exclusive on-line group-buying 
sale 1202. The Big Animation Co. category 602 provides an exemplary exclusive 
on-line group-buying sale 1202. 

In a completely exclusive on-line group-buying sale, customers 1200 access 
a Partner Site 1201 where they can access a link 1203 to the exclusive on-line 
group-buying sale 1202 hosted on the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102. For 
example, the Partner Site 1201 may represent an entity who does not have the 
sophistication, or computing power, to host an on-line group-buying sale without 
resort to the facilities provided by the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102. In 
addition, the owner of the on-line group-buying sale platform 1102 may decline to 
license the on-line group-buying sale technology to the Partner Site 1201. In the 
alternative, the owner can license the on-line group-buying sale technology to the 
Partner Site 1201 which can then host its own on-line group-buying sales without 
necessity for using the Power Buy Platform 1 102. 

Figure 13 shows a representative data flow that occurs when on-line group- 
buying sales are selected by an operator of a partner site for use in connection with 
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that site, according to an alternative embodiment of the invention. The data flow 
shown in Figure 13 is applicable to both non-exclusive and exclusive on-line group- 
buying sales. The data flow shown is applicable to the embodiment of the invention 
in which administration of the on-line group-buying sale is carried out by the owner. 

A partner uses the on-line group-buying sale setup tool 400 to indicate in an 
on-line group-buying sale table 1301 which particular product(s) the partner wants 
displayed to customers who link to the owner's main site from the partner's site. 
When the on-line group-buying sale close server 404 begins an on-line group- 
buying sale, the on-line group-buying sale close server 404 accesses a product table 
1302 to determine which partners may display the on-line group-buying sale. 
Accordingly, the on-line group-buying sale Partner Product Display Page 402 will 
display the on-line group-buying sale to partners 406-408 provided the partner is 
identified in the Product Table 1302. 

As discussed above, especially with regard to Figures 8 and 9, the owner may 
allow sellers, especially relatively small sellers, to enter products/services into the 
owner's site for an on-line group-buying sale sale. The specification thus far has 
described how the owner may provide facilities for sellers to enter products/services 
on their own without the specific assistance of the owner in a self-service fashion. 
Once the products/services have been entered by the seller, then the 
products/services may be scheduled for an on-line group-buying sale and/or made 
available for customers to review and study. Figures 8 and 9 additionally describe a 
specific embodiment in which sellers 5 self-service entries may be selected and/or 
filtered by partners based on various criteria. 

Figure 14 illustrates another embodiment of the invention in which sellers 1- 
2 1104, 1105 and sellers A-Z 1401,1403 enter products/services for on-line group- 
buying sales on the on-line group-buying sale platform 1102. The sellers 1104- 
1105 may represent any type of seller but typical represent rather sizeable 
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seller/manufacturers whose association with an on-line group-buying sale may often 
come to the specific attention of the owner and/or specific partners. For example, 
the seller 1 104 may negotiate specific arrangements for selling products/services via 
on-line group-buying sale with the owner. In other instances, the seller 1105 may 
also be a partner (e.g., the partner site 1 107) such that the seller/partner filter 1 103 
will direct customers visiting the partner site 1107 to the seller/partner's own 
products/services offered for sale by on-line group-buying sale (either exclusively or 
non-exclusively) on the owner's site. In contrast, the seller 1401 and the seller 1403 
may represent smaller sellers (e.g., girl scout troop 36 of Figure 9) who may not 
have customers visiting a website of their own and/or cannot afford to have 
customers at their site redirected to the owner's site. Of course, the sellers 1401, 
1403 could also represent larger commercial concerns who just choose for a 
particular sale(s) not to have their product/service available for filtering through the 
seller/partner filer 1 103. 

The owner may arrange for a form of filter other than the seller/partner filter 
1103 for the sellers 1401, 1403. A seller/customer filter 1405 may simply represent 
content of a section of the owner's on-line group-buying sale database that has been 
marked for non-owner, non-exclusive (partner) on-line group-buying sales, e.g., a 
sellers' marketplace. The seller/customer filter 1405 may function as a customer 
self-directed navigation tool configured to follow the product category/featured item 
logic imparted by the sellers/owner upon the sellers' marketplace. (The 
customer/seller store 1701 of Figure 17 represents an exemplary sellers' 
marketplace.) The owner may create various categories within the sellers' 
marketplace such that customers 1407, 1409 visiting the owner's site may navigate 
to specific portions of the sellers' marketplace to see what product/service offerings 
are available. The customers 1407, 1409 may also arrive at a specific portion of the 
sellers' marketplace by conducting a search. For example, a customer might enter 



540669v I /PA 
BL6L01LDOC 
101000/1352 



46 



criteria such as "Appliance... Microwave... <$250" and receive a list of all the 
microwave appliances having prices under $250. Of course, the owner need not 
necessarily partition access to the owner's site on the basis of the owner's own sales 
(e.g., the Mercata general store), partner sales (e.g., the Big Animation Co.), and 
5 sellers' marketplace sales, but such an arrangement is preferred, especially when the 
volume of expected sales on the owner's site is large, e.g., more than 100 on-line 
group-buying sales per day. In addition, the sellers may assist the customers in 
exploring the sellers' marketplace through various product placement choices, as 
well as various advertisement and featured item display choices. For example, 
10 featured items may be listed in bold text and/or may contain a photograph of the 
featured item. 

The seller/customer filter 1405 may operate in an informal manner based on 
G] the seller's description of the product/service and the customer's requested criteria, 

whether through search or navigation through the owner's site. The seller/customer 
15 filter 1405 may also accept abstract terms, such as those used in conjunction with 



Q 
4i 



the seller's sales of Figures 8 and 9. Of course, the owner may provide a 
sophisticated seller/customer filter 1405 that aids particular sellers on the basis of 
CI product placement within the owner's site, such as at locations where many of the 



CI 



customers will likely visit like a homepage and/or in terms of how the seller's 
20 description of the product/service is displayed. The owner may further create more 
elaborate seller/customer filters in which product/services are targeted for particular 
groups of customers, e.g., on a geographic and/or demographic basis. In additional, 
the seller/customer filter 1405 may operate in a manner similar to the partner/seller 
filter in that customers are predirected to particular featured items and/or sets of 
25 featured items based upon some known characteristic of the customer, instead of, or 
in addition to, allowing the customer to navigate about the sellers' marketplace. 
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Figure 15 illustrates various modules associated with a self-service on-line 
group-buying sale component 1501 on the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. Self-service on-line group-buying 
sale group purchases, such as those operating in conjunction with the 

5 seller/customer filter 1405, may include a number of modules, such as an on-line 
group-buying sale set-up module 1503, an Account set-up module 1505, an account 
management module 1507, an item set-up module 1509, and a payment services 
module 1511. The on-line group-buying sale set-up module 1503 provides a 
capability for sellers to enter the data that directs the course of an on-line group- 

10 buying sale for a given product/service or set of products/services. The account set- 
up module 1505 allows sellers to establish accounts with the owner and the owner's 



site. The account management module 1507 assists sellers in maintaining their 

PI 

01 accounts with the owner's site. The payment services module 1511 assists sellers in 

si providing payment to the owner for services provided. The item set-up module 

15 1509 assists sellers in entering the data that describes a given product/service or set 
of products/services. Each of these modules may be associated with various data 



O 

K entries provided by the customer and/or reporting information provided by the 

□ 

□ owner. Functionality provided by the modules 1503-1511 will be discussed further 



hereinbelow and the associated drawings. For example, the account set-up module 
20 1505 typically provides the functionality behind the displays shown in Figures 24A- 

24B. The item set-up module 1509 typically provides the functionality behind the 

displays shown in Figures 31A-31D. The on-line group-buying set-up module 1503 

typically provides the functionality behind the displays shown in Figures 33-35. 

The payment services module 1511 typically provides the functionality behind 
25 displays such as those shown in Figures 39-41. The account management module 

1507 typically provides the functionality behind displays such as that shown in 

Figure 29. 
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Figure 16A illustrates how sellers 1401, 1403 may interact with the self- 
service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 to provide products/services for 
sale by on-line group-buying sales on the owner's site, according to an embodiment 
of the invention. As previously discussed, the sellers may use the on-line group- 
buying sale component 1501 to enter product/services for sale without necessarily 
having to contact a representative of the owner; e.g., face-to-face negotiations over 
the terms of the on-line group-buying sale of the seller's featured item. The self- 
service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, which typically operates on the 
on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102, may operate in conjunction with other on- 
line group-buying sale tools described in the commonly assigned applications 
incorporated by reference herein. 

From the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, sellers may 
examine the on-line group-buying sale menu tree, typically stored in the data 
repository 403, to select specific product/service categories for the featured items 
they are entering for on-line group-buying sale. As previously discussed, the self- 
service on-line group-buying component 1501 may include functionality similar to 
that of the graphical user interface treatments 405 and the on-line group-buying sale 
setup tool 400. The graphical user interface treatments 405 typically provides 
instructions regarding the appearance of on-line group-buying sales established 
through the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, and the on-line 
group-buying setup tool 400 defines the characteristics of the on-line group-buying 
sale. Figures 18-41 will further describe various aspects of user interfaces that may 
be associated with self-service on-line group-buying sales. 

Customers 1601 may access the on-line group-buying sale platform 1 102 and 
view particular on-line group-buying sale product display pages 402a-402c. A rules 
engine 1602 typically receives the customers 5 requests and locates the appropriate 
information in the data repository 403 so that it may be appropriately displayed to 
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the customers 1601. The customers 1601 may include any group or subsets of the 
customers discussed herein, such as the customers 104, 105, and 409. 

Figure 16B illustrates how sellers may interact with the self-service on-line 
group-buying sale component 1501 to provide products/services for sale by on-line 
group-buying sales on the owner's site and in association with the seller's partners, 
according to another embodiment of the invention. As previously discussed, the 
sellers may use the on-line group-buying sale component 1501 to enter featured 
items for sale without necessarily having to contact a representative of the owner; 
e.g., face-to-face negotiations for the terms of the on-line group-buying sale of the 
seller's featured item. Of course, the sellers 1401, 1403 need not necessarily have 
an association with the partners 406-408, although some customers (e.g., the seller 
1403) may maintain such associations. Moreover, as previously discussed, the 
partners 406-408 are not themselves precluded from accessing the self-service on- 
line group-buying sale component 1501. The self-service on-line group-buying sale 
component 1501 may operate in conjunction with other on-line group-buying sale 
tools described in the commonly assigned applications incorporated by reference 
herein. 

Sellers may examine the on-line group-buying sale menu tree to select 
specific product/service categories for the featured items they are entering for on- 
line group-buying sale when accessing the self-service on-line group-buying sale 
component 1501. In a manner similar to that previously discussed, the graphical 
user interface treatments 405 may provide descriptions regarding the appearance of 
on-line group-buying sales established through the self-service on-line group-buying 
sale component 1501. Figures 18-41 will further describe various aspects of user 
interfaces that may be associated with self-service on-line group-buying sales. 

Figure 17 shows an exemplary tree structure 1700 that may be used to retain 
on-line group-buying sale product/service data, such as for use in an on-line group- 
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buying sale menu tree, according to an embodiment of the invention. The tree 
structure 1700 may represent any number of on-line group-buying sale 
categories/products. In a typical embodiment, each particular node represents a 
category, a product/service, or both. An operator of the owner's main site may 
modify the tree structure 1700 to add new nodes to the tree structure 1700, remove 
old nodes from the tree structure 1700, and/or reorganize the tree structure 1700. 
The operator may be a human or a computerized support system. In addition, in 
some instances other parties, such as specific customers, may be allowed to modify 
the tree structure 500 using the on-line group-buying sale setup tools. As an 
ordinary artisan will recognize, the on-line group-buying sale setup tools 400 may 
include safety protocols that prevent a customer-seller (and/or the owner) from 
making harmful modifications to the tree structure 1700. The tree structure 500 will 
typically include a single root node 501, although an ordinary artisan could easily 
develop a rootless tree structure and/or a multi-root tree structure. 

Sellers (e.g., customer-sellers) may use the tree structure 500 to define the 
on-line group-buying sale products/services to display to other customers visiting 
the owner's site. The owner may store the tree structure 500 in a data repository, 
such as the data repository 403 shown in Figure 4. As an ordinary artisan will 
recognize, a database represents but one suitable data repository. 

The tree structure 1700 provides specific on-line group-buying sale 
product/category entries. In the tree structure 1700, a root node 1720 comprises two 
child nodes 601, 1701. The node 601 pertains to the owner's set of 
products/services (i.e., "the Mercata General Store"), and the node 1701 represents 
products/services submitted by sellers who have accessed the self-service on-line 
group-buying sale component 1501. Thus, the Customer-Seller Store 1701 
represents a root node for sales associated with the self-service on-line group- 
buying sales. 
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The customer-seller store 1701 comprises two sub-categories, Clothes 1703 
and Toys 1705. The Clothes category 1703 comprises a specific product, a Li'l 
Snuffy Birkenstock 1707, while the Toys category 1705 comprises two specific 
products, a Tinkerbell's whiskers from Galileo 1709, and Martha's soft toys 1711. 
The tree structure 1700 may be updated periodically by the owner and by sellers. 
For example, Galileo could add to the Toys category 1705 a Chubby Chuckles 
Tractor and a Chubby Chuckles Whistle and remove the Tinkerbell's whiskers 
1709. An ordinary artisan will recognize that the customer seller store 1701 could 
be combined with the node 601 such that all product/service listings were combined. 
In fact, the featured item lists could also include the partner selections, as well, such 
as the partner selections not made available on an exclusive basis. An ordinary 
artisan will likewise recognize that the customer seller store 1701 could be divided 
into a number of different stores based on other criteria, such as geographic or 
interest-based divisions. 

As previously discussed, the sellers accessing the self-service on-line group- 
buying sale component 1501 may typically have a number of data entry steps to 
perform in order to facilitate providing one or more products/services for sale by on- 
line group-buying sale. Figure 18 shows a high-level chart 1800 that represents the 
various data entry tasks and information retrieval tasks that customers (in either the 
role of buyer or seller) may perform in using the facilities provided by the owner's 
main site, including the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. The chart 1800 also illustrates an 
exemplary set of connections (e.g., links) between customer data entry and 
information retrieval tasks, such as the type typically represented by a site map 
facility on the owner's site. An ordinary artisan will recognize that the data entry 
tasks shown in the chart 1800 and the connections between them could be 
performed in a variety of other ways while still accomplishing the invention. 
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A home page entry 1801 provides information to customers typically upon 
their entry into either the owner's site and/or the portion of the owner's site 
associated with the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501. For 
example, as shown in Figure 18, the home page entry 1801 is the highest entry-level 
position. A featured listings entry 1803 provides a list of products/services that the 
owner, typically, has singled out for special recognition, especially by buyers. The 
featured listings entry 1803 may include products/services for which sellers have 
paid the owner a fee in order to be listed in such a presumably prominent location. 
A store map entry 1805 may describe the self-service on-line group-buying sale 
facilities, the arrangement of the customer-seller store 1701, and/or the arrangement 
of the owner's site. As previously mentioned, some owners may choose not to 
segregate the various on-line group-buying sale types/formats offered on their site 
(e.g., a Mercata general store, a Big Animation Co., and a customer-seller store). 
An account entry 1807 provides information to customers about their accounts with 
the owner, which may include both their accounts as buyers and their accounts as 
sellers. A seller center, entry 1809 provides functionality that assists customers in 
selling products/services by self-service on-line group-buying sale. The seller 
center entry 1809 is further described in Figure 25. 

An explanation entry 1811 provides customers with information about on- 
line group-buying sales. The explanation entry 1811 may provide customers with 
information about selling products/services as well as buying them via on-line 
group-buying sale. A help page entry 1813 may provide customers with 
information to assist them in the proper use of the owner's site. A category entry 
1815 provides customers with information related to the product/service categories 
available on the owner's site. A line list entry 1817 provides customers with 
information about featured items in a particular category typically in the format of a 
list of featured items that fall under the category heading. The entry 1817 is 



540669 vl/PA 
BL6L0U.DOC 
101000/1352 



ill 



53 



typically organized either alphabetically or based on newest featured items listed 

first. Of course, an ordinary artisan will realize that other list organization schemes 

may be used. The entry 1817 may even include some items that have been called 

out for special attention by the owner. Special attention may be indicated by a bold 

5 entry or an entry in a different color, for example, as well as listing a featured item 

higher in the entry 1817 than it would otherwise occur. Such special attention may 

often be attained due to the payment of a fee to the owner. The product/service 

details entry 1819 provides customers with information pertaining to details about 

the line list entry 1817, e.g., information about a specific product/service. 

10 Customers may log in to their accounts from a variety of locations, such as 

the product/service details entry 1819 and the account entry 1807. A log-in entry 

1821 provides a location from which customers may enter the appropriate 

information necessary for accessing their account, e.g., a user name and a password. 

A new account sign-in 1823 may be provided to customers who have not previously 

1 5 established an account with the owner. The owner may provide various information 

p of interest to customers using a customer information entry 1825. A credit card 

^ entry 1827 may provide customers with a location for entering payment data, such 

O 

O as a credit card number. Of course, customers may use means of paying for on-line 

group-buying sale services other than credit cards, e.g., bank account routing 

20 information, check cards, etc. Owners may provide a customer recognition entry, 
such as the registration thank you entry 1829. The entry 1829 may be shown to 
customers before they arrive at their next destination. 

In association with the explanation entry 1811, the owner's site may include 
a buyer's explanation entry 1831 and a seller's explanation entry 1833. The entry 

25 1831 may provide buyers with information about on-line group-buying sales from a 
buyer's viewpoint while the entry 1833 provides sellers with information about on- 
line group-buying sales from a seller's viewpoint. Likewise, the help entry 1813 

540669 vl /PA 
BL6L0II.DOC 
101000/1352 



Ui 



54 



may include a buyer's help entry 1835 and a seller's help entry 1837. The entry 
1835 may provide buyers with help services oriented toward a buyer's viewpoint 
while the entry 1837 provides sellers with help services oriented toward a seller's 
viewpoint. 

Figure 19 illustrates a representative home page display 1901 that would be 
suitable for the home page entry 1801, according to an embodiment of the 
invention. The display 1901 may include a registration and education portion 1902, 
a home page feature section 1903, a search facility 1904, and a list of on-line group- 
buying sale categories 1905. As an ordinary artisan will recognize, the display 1901 
may include more or fewer sections depending upon a variety of factors, including 
the owner's perception of customer needs. For example, the education section of 
the portion 1902 may not be necessary on the portion 1902 if the owner perceives a 
sufficient degree of sophistication among its customers. The entry 1901 may also 
include other selections such as a link to the home page entry 1801, a link to the 
seller center entry 1809, a link to the account entry 1809, a link to the explanation 
entry 1811, the help entry 1813, and the store map entry 1805. Of course, 
accessing each of these links typically provides for the user (e.g., customer) an 
appropriate display based upon the entry selected. The other selections, such as 
those running across the top of Figure 19, such as the link to the help entry 1813, 
may be provided on many of the displays associated with an embodiment of the 
self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 as a way to simplify 
customer navigation and even as a way to provide the self-service component with a 
consistent thematic format. 

As discussed above, the owner may provide a variety of help and education 
entries for the customers. Figure 20 illustrates a representative seller explanation 
display 2001 that provides the seller explanation entry 1833, according to an 
embodiment of the invention. The display 2001 provides an introduction to the 
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concepts and procedures associated with self-service on-line group-buying sales, 
and the display 2001 also offers sellers more detailed education about self-service 
on-line group-buying sales. The display 2001 may include hypertext links and/or 
check boxes 2003a, 2003b, 2003c that facilitate a customer's ability to access the 
5 self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, such as instructions for 
setting up an on-line group-buying sale on the owner's site, placing an on-line 
group-buying sale on the owner's site, and additional information about becoming a 
seller associated with the owner. 

Figure 21 illustrates a representative category display 2100 that provides the 
10 category entry 1815, according to an embodiment of the invention. The owner may 
choose to place listings for particular products/services 2103 on the category page 

*7 and may charge a fee to sellers for such placements since the volume of customer 

Of 

01 traffic on the display 2100 is likely to be large. The display 2100 may include the 

si 

s| search functionality 1904 and links to other entries available on the owner's site, 

15 such as the seller center entry 1809, a link to the account entry 1807, a link to the 
explanation entry 1811, the help entry 1813, and the store map entry 1805. 

^ Figure 22 illustrates a representative line display 2200 that provides lower- 

'Q% level category listings 2203, according to an embodiment of the invention. The 



O 



owner's site is likely to contain a great many products/services. Accordingly, the 
20 owner may choose to arrange these products/services in a number of categories and 
sub-categories, such as those discussed with regard to the tree structure 1700. In at 
least one embodiment, the owner's site may be arranged such that a customer may 
select a general category (e.g., "Appliances") from the display 2100 and then be 
directed to the display 2200 where the customer may then select a narrower 
25 category (e.g., "Dishwashers"). Eventually, the customer should arrive at a line list 
of featured items (e.g., all featured items that satisfy any submitted criteria) from 
which the customer may then review more detailed information about the featured 
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items that the customer finds interesting. The display 2200 may include a search 
functionality and links to other entries available on the owner's site, such as the 
seller center entry 1809 5 a link to the account entry 1807, a link to the explanation 
entry 181 1, the help entry 1813, and the store map entry 1805. 

The customer may eventually reach a listing for a particular featured item of 
interest available on the owner's site, e.g., through the owner's own 
products/services, the partner product/services, or the customer-seller store. As 
previously mentioned, the owner may choose to segregate the owner's site such that 
the customer selects a particular store {e.g., the customer-seller store) at some point 
during the product/service selection procedure such that the products/services listed 
for the customer's review pertain to the selected store. Figure 23 illustrates a 
product/service display 2300 that represents the product/service details entry 1819, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. The display 2300 may include the 
product/service's name, information pertaining to the on-line group-buying sale 
associated with the product/service, the product/service's image, a detailed 
description of the product/service, and information about the seller. The display 
2300 may include other customer-selectable options, as well as an entry into a 
searching tool available from the owner. For example, the display 2300 may 
include the search functionality 1904 and links to other entries available on the 
owner's site, such as the seller center entry 1809, a link to the account entry 1807, a 
link to the explanation entry 1811, the help entry 1813, and the store map entry 
1805. 

Figure 24A illustrates a new account display 2400 that represents a portion of 
the new account entry 1823, according to an embodiment of the invention. The 
display 2400 receives the customer's identification entries, such as the customer's e- 
mail address, a password for the new customer, and hint questions and answers for 
the customer in case the password is forgotten. The display 2400 may also allow 
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the customer to select receipt of additional information and services from the owner, 
such as receiving the owner's promotional materials. In addition, the display 2400 
also asks the customer to confirm his/her acceptance of the owner's terms and 
policies related to use of the owner's site, which may include any special rules the 
owner has for self-service on-line group-buying sales. Figure 24B illustrates a new 
account display 2401 that represents another portion of the new account entry 1823, 
according to an embodiment of the invention. The display 2401 may include a 
"thank you" that may be provided by the owner to the customer upon the customer's 
completion of the entry procedure. In some embodiments, the display 2401 may be 
sent to the customer immediately upon the customer's completion of the entries in 
the display 2400. As an ordinary artisan will recognize, the displays 2400 and 2401 
may also be operated in conjunction with various error displays that may be 
generated when the customer enters incorrect or seemingly inconsistent information. 

Figure 25 shows a representative data flow for the seller center entry 1809 
and sub-entries related to the seller center entry 1809, according to an embodiment 
of the invention. The representative data flow shown between entries 2501-2539 
illustrates linkages between entries as they could be presented to a prospective 
seller, according to an embodiment of the invention. An ordinary artisan will 
recognize that the entries 2501-2539 could be linked together in other manners 
while still accomplishing the invention. 

As previously discussed, the seller center entry 1809 represents a portion of 
the owner's site designed primarily to assist sellers in the processes and procedures 
associated with self-service on-line group-buying sales. Accordingly, the seller 
center 1809 contains a number of sub-entries that may be of interest to sellers during 
tasks such as registering as sellers, registering products/services for sale by on-line 
group-buying sale, and monitoring ongoing on-line group-buying sales, as well as 
other tasks. 
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A brief overview of the entries 2501-2539 will be provided here, although 
representative displays related to these entries are discussed in greater detail in 
Figures 26-41. An account entry 2501 allows sellers to establish accounts. A seller 
agreement entry 2503 provides the owner's seller agreement for review and 
acceptance by the seller. Sellers may reach the entry 2503 from a number of 
locations, including the entry 1823. A seller profile entry 2505 allows sellers to 
submit information about themselves that may be necessary for establishing an 
account with the owner, as well as providing information to prospective customers. 

A seller item list entry 2507 allows sellers to review descriptions of 
products/services that they have previously submitted for on-line group-buying sale 
on the owner's site. An item set-up entry 2509 allows sellers to enter new 
products/services. For example, the item set-up entry 2509 may even be configured 
to allow sellers to enter their own stock keeping units ("SKUs") for 
products/services on the owner's site. An item preview display 2513 allows sellers 
to preview how displays of products/services will appear to customers visiting the 
owner's site. An on-line group-buying sale set up entry 2517 allows sellers to 
provide the specific characteristics for one or more on-line group-buying sales of 
products/services that the seller has provided on the owner's site. An insertion 
confirmation preview entry 2519 allows sellers to review the on-line group-buying 
sale characteristics that they have established. An on-line group-buying sale thank 
you entry 2521 represents the owner's acknowledgement of the seller's entries. The 
owner may ask the seller via decision point 2511 and decision point 2515 if the 
seller would like to schedule another on-line group-buying sale and/or enter another 
product/service. The decision points 2511 and 2515 may save the seller from the 
trouble of having to re-negotiate through the owner's site to reach the point where 
new product/services may be entered and/or on-line group-buying sales scheduled. 
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A seller on-line group-buying sale list entry 2523 provides a list of scheduled 
and ongoing on-line group-buying sales for a given seller. An on-line group-buying 
sale by item entry 2525 provides a list of on-line group-buying sales for a given 
product/service. As previously discussed, a seller may choose to have more than 
one on-line group-buying sale for a given product/service. Sellers may find that 
customer feedback (e.g., specific comments and exhibited customer demand) from 
earlier sales helps the seller "fine tune" the specific characteristics of later sales. An 
on-line group-buying sale details entry 2527 may provide detailed information about 
past, present, and future on-line group-buying sales. A fee detail entry 2529 may 
provide information regarding the various fees that may be assessed by the owner 
for providing on-line group-buying sale services to sellers. 

A new services entry 2531 may provide information to sellers about new 
procedures and/or services offered by the owner. A seller's help entry 2533 offers 
advice and assistance to questions that sellers may have. An on-line group-buying 
sale fee descriptions entry 2535 may provide information regarding the owner's fees 
and may even include testimonials from other sellers regarding the reasonableness 
of the fees and/or how selecting some additional owner-offered service improved 
the various sellers' on-line group-buying sale results. 

An account balance entry 2537 provides information to sellers regarding the 
status of the seller's account. A charge details entry 2529 may provide a specific 
list of charges that the owner has assessed against the seller. 

In a given embodiment of the invention, the entries 1809, 2501-2539 may 
each be implemented as a specific display(s) to be presented to customers visiting 
the owner's site. The displays provided in Figures 25-41 may be developed in such 
a manner so as to provide sellers with a web-based interface into the owner's site, 
according to a preferred embodiment of the invention. While an ordinary artisan 
will recognize that other seller interfaces (displays) could be developed, a web- 
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based interface has the advantage of simplifying a seller's interactions with the 
owner's site. A web-based interface should also free most sellers from having to 
acquire and/or learn any new software tools in order to conduct on-line group- 
buying sales on the owner's site since the seller may simply use a familiar program 
5 such as a web browser. 

Figure 26 is a representative seller center display 2601 that would be shown 
to sellers upon selecting the seller center entry 1 809, according to an embodiment of 
the invention. The display 2601 serves as an entry portal through which sellers may 
reach the portions of the seller center of interest to them. The display 2601 also 
10 provides introductory information to sellers about self-service on-line group-buying 
% sales and offers the sellers an opportunity to find answers to their questions about 

Of self-service on-line group-buying sales and other related topics. The display 2601, 

01 like other self-service on-line group-buying sale displays, may contain ways for the 

si sellers to relocate to other entries (e.g., links to the owner's home page entry 1801), 

15 as well as viewing a map of the seller center 1805, to receive information about an 

!^ existing account 1807, to receive information about the seller center 1809, to read a 

Q- 

discussion of how self-service on-line group-buying sales work 1811, and to enter 

O 

p into a help section 1813. 

ft 

From the display 2601, a seller may choose to navigate to information about 
20 the seller's account, such as the account portion entry 2501 that may present a user 
interface similar to that shown in account display 2701 in Figure 27. The account 
display 2701 may provide general information about the seller's account, on-line 
group-buying sales offered by the seller, orders placed by the seller for other 
products/services, and account history information. Of course, not all of this 
25 information needs to be displayed, and in some embodiments additional information 
may be provided. The account display 2701 may also include links to other portions 
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of the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 as well as to other 
functionality. 

In a preferred embodiment, the account display 2701 is produced by a 
JavaScript Page ("JSP"), which is also known as a JavaServer Page. JSPs provide a 
5 programming vehicle for displaying dynamic content on a Web page, which 
represents a preferred data display page for self-service on-line group-buying sales. 
An ordinarily skilled artisan will recognize that other programming tools may 
provide similar functionality, such as Microsoft Active Server Pages ("ASPs"). 

The seller may next choose to review the owner's seller agreement entry 
10 2503, such as that shown in agreement display 2801 in Figure 28. While the seller 
may typically review the seller agreement entry 2503 at any time, the agreement 
entry 2503 must normally be completed by the seller before the owner will permit 
0= the seller to provide products and/or services for sale by an on-line group-buying 

sale. The seller agreement entry 2503 may contain terms that the owner deigns 
15 appropriate and may typically include affirmations by the seller that the seller is of 
p% legal age, that the seller understands that the agreement is binding, and that the 

seller intends to conduct himself or herself in a legitimate manner. As an ordinary 
□ artisan will recognize, the terms of the seller agreement entry 2503 may change over 

time and by location due to changes in the laws and legal interpretations related to 
20 such agreements. 

After completing the seller agreement entry 2503, the seller may create a 
seller profile entry 2505 such as that provided by profile display 2901 shown in 
Figure 29. The profile display 2901 contains background information about the 
seller, such as the seller's name, a description of the seller's business, the seller's e- 
25 mail address, the seller's preferred shipping options, the seller's return policies, 
payment methods accepted by the seller, where taxes may apply, and customer 
service information. Of course, the profile entry 2505 does not necessarily need to 
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contain all the information shown in the display 2901, and in some instances, the 
profile entry 2505 may even contain more information than that shown in the profile 
entry 2505. The seller may typically alter and/or update previously submitted 
profile information at any time. 

From time to time, the seller may wish to review a display of the seller item 
list entry 2507 that contains previously submitted on-line group-buying sales, such 
as on-line group-buying sale display 3001 shown in Figure 30. The display 3001 
allows the seller to initiate modification of the description for previously submitted 
products/services and also allows the seller to modify the on-line group-buying sale 
setup for sale of these featured items. The display 3001 may also contain a link that 
allows the seller to navigate to the data entry point for describing new 
products/services for on-line group-buying sales. As an ordinary artisan will 
recognize, the display 3001 may be produced in a variety of ways and does not 
necessarily need to use hypertext as a technique for allowing a seller to retrieve 
information. The owner's site may include functionality that deletes seller 
product/service entries and/or seller on-line group-buying sales after some period of 
inactivity. In addition, the owner may even terminate a seller's account after a 
given period of inactivity. 

Sellers may also provide descriptions of new products/services for sale by 
on-line group-buying sales. A seller may first select a general category in which to 
list the product/service to be sold, according to an embodiment of the invention. For 
example, display 3101 shown in Figure 31A provides exemplary categories such as 
"Appliances," "Baby," and "Electronics." After selecting a general category, the 
seller may then be asked to select a somewhat more specific category. For example, 
display 3102 shown in Figure 3 IB provides exemplary categories such as "Floor 
Care," "Home Comfort," "Microwaves," and "Refrigeration" under the general 
category of "Appliances" (see Figure 31 A). When a large number of 
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products/services are made available for sale by on-line group-buying sales, the 
owner may consider having many subcategories, with each subcategory typically 
representing increasing product/service specificity. For example, display 3103 
shown in Figure 31C provides the additional subcategories of "Convection," 
"Countertop," and "Over the Range" under the category of "Microwaves" {see 
Figure 3 IB). As an ordinary artisan will recognize, the owner/operator of the on- 
line group-buying sale platform may choose to configure the product menu tree, or a 
similar structure, in a variety of ways, some of which may provide more or fewer 
product/service categories than others. An ordinary artisan will also recognize that 
the owner may allow the seller to list the same product/service in more than one 
category. For example, the seller may choose to list blank videotapes in both a 
"Media" category and a "Video" category. 

The seller's ability to enter new products/services may be facilitated by the 
ability of the seller's computer to access and use programs and/or scripting 
languages designed to facilitate client-server applications across an electronic 
network, such as Java and Javascript. Of course, the seller may interact with the 
owner's site without such capabilities, although it is preferable that the seller's 
computer has an ability to use such applications, which are commonly associated 
with web browsing programs. The seller will not necessarily need to write 
programs in the client-server programming language, rather the seller's computer 
may access client-server programs on the owner's site that facilitate the seller's 
ability to enter new products/services. Given the general state of the art in the 
relevant field(s), an ordinary artisan should have sufficient skill to understand how 
to write such programs for an embodiment of the invention in light of the 
description provided herein. Of course, the owner will typically provide alternate 
procedures for sellers who cannot access programs written in languages such as 
Javascript. 
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Along with selecting an appropriate product/service placement category, the 
seller may also choose to provide a description of the product/service. Accordingly, 
embodiments of the self-service on-line group-buying sale may include a set-up 
display entry such as set-up display 3104 shown in Figure 3 ID. The display 3104 
5 provides the seller with a place in which to provide a name for the product/service 
offering, a space for providing a description of the product/service, and a space in 
which to provide a link to an image of the product/service, such as a link to a 
Universal Resource Locator ("URL"). The display 3104 may also provide the seller 
with an overview of the seller's product/service placement selections for the 
10 featured item. The display 3104 may further provide the seller with information 
about the forthcoming on-line group-buying sale for the featured item, allow the 
seller to preview the on-line group-buying sale description, permit the seller to link 
to a data entry point for specifying data about the on-line group-buying sale 
characteristics, and allow the seller to setup another item for sale by on-line group- 
1 5 buying sale, according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Once the seller has completed the setup procedure, the seller may want to 
^ review how the product/service description will appear to potential buyers on the 

p owner's site. Thus, the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 may 
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provide the item preview entry 2513, such as item preview display 3201 shown in 
20 Figure 32, according to an embodiment of the invention. The display 3201 may 
provide the product's name, its category, a written description, and an image of the 
product. The display 3201 may also include information about the seller, such as 
the seller's name, a description of the seller's business and policies, the seller's e- 
mail address, payment methods, shipping policies, whether and where tax may be 
25 collected, and other customer service information. The display 3201 preferably 
includes an editing function configured to allow the seller to change information 
that is incorrect or inapplicable to a given sale. 
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Sellers may also indicate the sale characteristics for a given on-line group- 
buying sale. For example, the on-line group-buying sale setup entry 2517 may be 
provided to the seller in a format such as on-line group-buying sale setup display 
3301 shown in Figure 33. The display 3301 allows the seller to enter the 
5 product/service's name, an item number for the product/service (if the seller or the 
owner has assigned one), the quantity of the product/service available for sale, a 
starting price, a minimum price floor (this price typically represents the price that 
that on-line group-buying sale cannot go below without first obtaining the seller's 
permission), the maximum number of units that may be sold to a particular buyer, 
10 the date on which the sale should begin, and a time duration for the on-line group- 
buying sale. To assist the seller in selecting appropriate information for the 
product/service's on-line group-buying sale, the display 3301 may include helpful 
information, such as the time and time zone during which the owner begins and 
ends on-line group-buying sales. Of course, the owner may allow sellers to select a 
15 precise time for beginning an on-line group-buying sale in some embodiments of the 
invention. 

^ The display 3301 may further include other seller selections for display of the 

□ on-line group-buying sale to potential buyers, such as providing a listing in bold 

CI 

text, whether the product/service will be included as a category feature {e.g., listing 
20 a particular seller's Microwave Oven at the beginning of the Appliances category), 
whether the product/service will be displayed on the owner's homepage as a 
featured item, and whether the product/service will be listed as being a special 
bargain (e.g., a "Hot Icon"). According to a preferred embodiment of the invention, 
each of these additional selections will typically be made available to sellers upon 
25 payment of a fee. For example, having an item provided as a category feature may 
cost $10 per day. 
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As previously discussed, some partners may arrange for their on-line group- 
buying sales to be presented to a restricted customer set; e.g., customers who arrive 
at the owner's site via the partner's site. In addition, partners may also use the self- 
service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, as previously discussed. 
5 Accordingly, the display 3301 may also include an on-line group-buying sale 
exclusivity box 3304 that allows the seller to indicate a level of exclusivity for a 
featured item's on-line group-buying sale. 

Similarly, sellers may also use the exclusivity box 3304 with coupon codes. 
In this embodiment, the exclusivity box 3304 can be used by a seller to limit access 

10 to an on-line group-buying sale to only those customers having a particular coupon 
code. The customer (e.g., buyer) might obtain the coupon code through a number of 
mechanisms, e.g., from a particular ad or by virtue of being a member in a particular 
club, etc. In this embodiment, the seller could use the exclusivity box 3304 to 
indicate that prospective buyers may need to enter a coupon code to participate in 

15 the on-line group-buying sale and may even provide the code that the buyers may 
need to enter. 



h k Of course, the owner need not necessarily use the exclusivity box 3304 in the 

D 

q self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501, and even when the owner's 

chooses to use the exclusivity box 3304, the owner need not necessarily make the 

20 box 3304 available to all sellers. However, the box 3304 would typically be used by 
the owner's partners who provide featured items for self-service on-line group- 
buying sales and/or other sellers who make more than casual use of the on-line 
group-buying sale component 1501. The owner may charge a fee to the sellers for 
use of the exclusivity box 3304. As an ordinary artisan will recognize, the box 3304 

25 could be located on a display other than the display 3304. 

Embodiments of the invention may provide a facility that links the self- 
service on-line group-buying sale features with the partner selection features, as 
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discussed, for example, in connection with Figures 10-12. Moreover, the owner 
may allow some sellers to use the self-service on-line group-buying sale feature and 
also provide a partner (who may also be one of the same sellers) with an exclusive 
on-line group-buying sale of the product/service entered by one or more of the 
sellers. 

From the display 3301, the seller may also elect to insert the product/service 
into the list of forthcoming on-line group-buying sales. Accordingly, the display 
3301 may include on-line group-buying sale insertion functionality (e.g., a 
"continue" button) whose actuation will cause the self-service on-line group-buying 
sale component 1501 to insert the seller's product/service into the list of 
forthcoming on-line group-buying sale sales on the owner's site. 

As previously discussed, the owner's self-service on-line group-buying sale 
capabilities may be designed to assist sellers who have limited computing facilities. 
For example, a web-based interface may be used. In addition, at the conclusion of 
an on-line group-buying sale, the seller may receive an e-mail that contains the 
names and addresses of the customers who have purchased the seller's 
products/services. The display 3301 may include a check box, or other similar 
functionality, for allowing the seller to indicate that an e-mail list of purchases 
would be desirable. In addition, the owner might provide hypertext that would 
present other similar options to the seller. Likewise, the seller may ask to receive 
update e-mails from the owner during the on-line group-buying sale of the seller's 
products/services. Sellers may find the update e-mails helpful with regard to how 
they conduct present and future on-line group-buying sales. 

The self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 typically 
provides the seller with the insertion confirmation report entry 2519, which may 
have a format similar to confirmation display 3401 shown in Figure 34. The display 
3401 repeats the product/service information to the seller, such as the product's 
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name, along with the seller's policies, such as the seller's accepted payment 
methods, according to an embodiment of the invention. The display 3401 may 
include functionality such as a "confirm" button whose actuation sends an 
indication to the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 that the 
5 seller acknowledges the correctness of the information provided in the display 3401 . 

When the seller initiates the scheduling of a product/service for an on-line 
group-buying sale, the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 may 
provide the acknowledgement report entry 2521 in a format such as display 3501 
shown in Figure 35. The display 3501 acknowledges and thanks the seller for 
10 scheduling an on-line group-buying sale, and the display 3501 allows the seller to 
optionally return to either the data entry points for scheduling another on-line group- 
buying sale 251 1 or the data entry points for setting up a product/service for an on- 
line group-buying sale 2515. Of course, the seller may elect to engage yet another 
activity instead. 

15 The seller may wish to review the on-line group-buying sale list entry 2523 

which may contain information related to the seller's current, future, and/or past on- 
line group-buying sales. Figure 36 illustrates an exemplary list display 3601 that 
displays a given Seller's on-line group-buying sales. The display 3601 includes 
operating instructions, such as explaining that the seller may use hypertext links to 

20 review more detailed information like a breakdown the on-line group-buying sale 
fees. The seller may review and, where necessary, edit data such as the on-line 
group-buying sale start and end times, the item number, and the product/service 
description. The seller may also monitor an ongoing on-line group-buying sale and 
review information such as the number of committed offers from buyers and the 

25 total number of buyer offers received for the product/service. The seller may also 
review items such as the current price of the featured item in the on-line group- 
buying sale, the quantity available for sale, and the owner's fees for providing on- 
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line group-buying sale services to the seller. The seller may also be able to view the 
actual or prospective revenue from an on-line group-buying sale sale, which would 
typically be calculated as: 

Revenue = (Committed Offers x Current Price) - Fees 

As stated above, the owner may provide the seller with a capability for 
reviewing individual on-line group-buying sale data, such as the item list entry 
2525. Figure 37 provides an exemplary item display 3701 that shows information 
related to a series of on-line group-buying sales for a given product/service over 
time. As previously discussed, a seller may wish to provide products/services in 
more than one on-line group-buying sale. The item display 3701 shows historical 
data for on-line group-buying sale sales of a specific type of DVD player by a seller. 
The display 3701 includes the starting and ending dates for the on-line group-buying 
sales, the number of committed offers, the total number of offers, the final price, the 
number of units sold, the seller's inventory available for the sale, and the fees 
assessed for the sale. The display 3701 may also include information such as the 
seller's revenue for each sale. As previously discussed, sellers may find that review 
of historical data for on-line group-buying sales allows them to more precisely 
determine consumer demand and/or times when consumer demand for a 
product/service reaches optimum levels for the seller's overall sales goals. 

The seller may also choose to review details for on-line group-buying sales 
on a basis other than item-by-item. Thus, the seller may choose to review the on- 
line group-buying sale details chart entry 2527. Figure 38 shows an exemplary 
details display 3801 that includes details about various items, upcharge selections, 
and the details of particular on-line group-buying sales. The on-line group-buying 
sale details may include showing the starting time, ending time, offers received, and 
a closing price, as well as a report listing buyers who participated in an on-line 
group-buying sale. 
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As previously discussed, the owner may assess various fees from sellers. 
The fee chart entry 2527 may provide the seller with a detailed breakdown of the 
fees associated with a particular on-line group-buying sale or the fees assessed in 
general. Figure 39 provides an exemplary fee detail display 3901 for an on-line 
group-buying sale associated with a grooming product. The display 3901 shows 
fees for inserting the on-line group-buying sale into the owner's active on-line 
group-buying sale list, a fee for placing the seller's announcement in a gallery 
position, a fee for placing the seller's announcement in a category entry, a fee for 
providing a bold display, and a fee for a final value. As an ordinary artisan will 
recognize, the owner may assess more or fewer fees depending on the owner's 
revenue expectations. The owner may even choose to waive fees. In addition, the 
owner may add new fees corresponding with newly added services. The fee display 
3901 may also include a variety of help and fee explanatory information for the 
seller's review. 

Sellers may also wish to review status information for their accounts, such as 
that provided by the account balance entry 2529. Figure 40 shows a balance display 
4001 for a particular seller that includes the seller's past charges and the seller's 
pending charges. The display 4001 offers the seller a variety of hypertext links 
from which the seller may obtain either more detailed information or more specific 
information related to charges assessed against the seller. 

Sellers may further wish to review the owner's fee details entry 2529. Figure 
41 shows a fee display 4101 for a given owner's site. The display 4101 includes 
fees for inserting the on-line group-buying sale into the list of active on-line group- 
buying sales, the owner's fee for special placement of the seller's announcement in 
both the gallery and in a specific category, fees for bold titles, final value fees, 
additional insertion fees, and other fee information. As previously discussed, the 
owner may choose to assess more or fewer fees than those shown in the display 
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4101. The owner may choose to assess charges from sellers periodically by using a 
"micropayment" system in which the seller's charges are billed to the seller (e.g., 
the seller's credit card). 

As discussed above, the owner may provide the sellers with a web-based 
interface. Of course, other interfaces are possible. In addition, the owner may also 
accept data from sellers in a variety of formats. For example, sellers may send the 
owner product/service data in a bulk format that can be automatically formatted by 
the self-service on-line group-buying sale component 1501 into one or more 
product/service entries and/or on-line group-buying sales. The seller may also 
provide the owner with various product/service tracking information associated with 
the seller's products/services. The tracking information could be used to help 
customers receive information on the shipment of purchased products/services, 
especially in those instances where the owner provides shipping services. 

Embodiments of the invention may further include a help system, including a 
wizard that directs a seller through the steps of completing any or all of the on-line 
group-buying sale screens or configurable parameters. 

The owner's main site and its related functions may be written for operation 
with any computer operating system and for operation in any computing 
environment. In addition, the on-line group-buying sale system, and/or the self- 
service on-line group-buying sale component, may be designed using CORBA, 
ACTIVEX® controls, and/or Java applets. According to one embodiment of the 
invention, Java applets may provide a plug-in on-line group-buying sale production 
system for use with another application on both a single computer and in a 
networked embodiment. An ordinary artisan will recognize that alternative and 
replacement languages and systems to those named above may also be used. 

The on-line group-buying sale screens may be displayed using any 
application user interface technique but will preferably utilize the "what-you-see-is- 
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what-you-get" ("WYSIWYG") display paradigm. A skilled artisan may easily 
recognize numerous alternate approaches to providing a user interface to receive the 
information needed to support an on-line group-buying sale. 

Under embodiments of the invention, a remote customer computing system 
5 having browsing software may participate in the on-line group-buying sale system, 
including the self-service on-line group-buying sale component, via Hypertext 
Markup Language ("HTML") documents, Dynamic Hypertext Mark-Up Language 
("DHTML") documents, Extensible Mark-Up Language ("XML") documents, 
and/or other similar formats over an electronic network, such as the World Wide 
10 Web. A remote computing system associated with the self-service on-line group- 
buying sale component may further utilize protocols such as SNMP, TCP, and 
UDP/IP in order to send instructions and otherwise communicate with various other 
on-line group-buying sale components. The on-line group-buying sale system may 
operate with protocols and languages in addition to those specifically disclosed 
15 herein. Similarly, the on-line group-buying sale system may be developed using an 
jl* object-oriented programming methodology or using any other programming 

^ methodology that results in a computing system having equivalent functionality. 

CI The invention has been discussed in terms of computer programs but is 

Q 

equally applicable for systems utilizing hardware that performs similar functions, 
20 such as application specific integrated circuits ("ASICs"). Likewise, the owner's 
site may comprise a single computer installation or several separate installations. 
Depending upon the volume of customer traffic, the owner may even decide that 
optimal performance for the owner's site may require one computing system for the 
owner's product/service offerings, another computer system for the partner 
25 product/service offerings, and another computer system for the self-service on-line 
group-buying sales. An ordinary artisan will recognize other possible ways of 
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establishing computing systems adequate for serving the owner's requirements for 
appropriate customer, seller, and partner performance. 

An ordinary artisan should require no additional explanation in developing 
the methods and systems described herein but may nevertheless find some possibly 
5 helpful guidance in the preparation of these methods and systems by examining 
standard reference works in the relevant art. 

Embodiments of the invention may also include additional systems and 
methods described in the following pending, commonly owned applications: 

"System and Method for Enhancing Buyer and Seller Interaction 
10 During a Group-Buying Sale," U.S. Application No. 09/596,921 (Attorney Docket 
MCTA-005/00US), filed on June 19, 2000, in the names of Tom Van Horn, Dale A. 
Woodford, Richard V. Halbert, and Kevin Dean Wampler, the disclosure of which 
0| is incorporated herein by this reference, and 

-4 "System and Method for Attaining Product Inventory Groupings for 

15 Sales in a Group-Buying Environment," U.S. Application No. 60/206,566 (Attorney 
Docket MCTA-006/00US), filed on May 23, 2000, in the names of Tom Van Horn, 
Richard V. Halbert, and Linda S. Perkins, the disclosure of which is incorporated 



P herein by this reference. 

CI 

All U.S. patents and applications are incorporated herein by reference as if 
20 set forth in their entirety. 

The invention has been discussed in terms of goods/services offered for sale 
by an on-line group-buying sale business method. Of course, other embodiments of 
the invention are applicable to the sales of goods/services using other business 
methods, including but not limited to the sale of goods by auction. 
25 These and other changes can be made to the invention in light of the above 

detailed description. In general, in the following claims, the terms used should not 
be construed to limit the invention to the specific embodiments disclosed in the 
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specification and the claims, but should be construed to include all electronic 
commerce systems that operate under the claims set forth hereinbelow. 
Accordingly, the invention is not limited by the disclosure, but instead its scope is to 
be determined entirely by the following claims. 
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